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Francis William Petre 
( i) 
ABSTRACT 
Francis William Petre is a major New Zealand 
architect whose work has never before been subject to a 
detailed study. For this reason a large part of this 
thesis has been devoted to the provision of an accurate 
account of his early life while the remainder deals with 
only one aspect of his architectural work, that of his 
basilican churches. These churches are particularly 
important because their design , construction and style are 
Petre ' s response to the unique problems faced by New 
Zealand colonial architects. 
The main sources for this study were the b u ildings 
themselves and, where they exist, the architect's plans 
and specifications. Further important information was 
gathered from Petre's correspondence with his clients, and 
his contributions to the Tablet. Assistance in compiling 
the architect's biography was given by the Petre family. 
The first chapter consists of an account of Petre's 
early life and education and a general outline of his 
architectural career. It is followed by a chapter concerned 
with Roman Catholic architecture in the nineteenth century 
to ~stablish the international context of Petre's work. 
(ii) 
The remaining three chapters deal with Petre's basilican 
designs in New Zealand. The style and planning of these 
buildings are discussed with regard to their suitability 
for particular congregations and Catholic liturgical 
practices. 
Petre emerges as a most accomplished architect whose 
use of concrete and prefabricated components was most 
advanced . In particular his early realisation that con-
crete was t he most suitable permanent material for New 
Zealand archi tecture is remarkable. His use of this 
material in such a refined and original building as the 
Cathedral of the Blessed Sacrament marks him as one of New 
Zealand ' s greatest Victorian architects. 
(iii) 
ILLUSTRATIONS 
Unless otherwise stated, all architectural works are by 
F.W. Petre. In the text the illustrations are referred to 
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1. 
CHAPTER I 
FRANCIS WILLIM1 PETRE 
HIS LIFE AND WORK 
Francis William Petre was born on September 26 , 1847 
in Lower Hutt, New Zealand, the second son of the Hon. 
Henry Wi l liam Petre and hi s wife Eleanor Walmsley, fo unding 
settlers of t he Port Nicholson colony. Although the 
family returned to the United Kingdom in 1856 , when Frank 
was only nine years old , the experiences of his early years 
instilled in him a strong affinity for New Zea land to which 
he returned at the earliest opportunity. 1 
His strong feelings for New Zealand were undoubtedly 
supported by his family's close association with New 
Zealand's early colonial development. Frank's grandfather, 
the eleventh Baron Petre, was one of the early directors of 
2 The New Zealand Company. His father was a close friend of 
Edward Gibbon Wakefield with whom he had served on the Earl 
. 
of Durham's staff in Canada in 1837. The two then journeyed 
to New Zealand where they made several surveys before 
1. A younger brother, Robert, also returned to New Zealand 
where he settled in Christchurch. 
2. Ward L.E.: Early Wellington, Capper Press, Christchurch 
1975, p. 9 
2. 
returning to England to organise settlement under the 
auspices of the New Zealand Company. Henry returned to New 
Zealand in 1842 with his sixteen year old bride intending 
to settle permanently. Although Henry served as New 
Zealand•s first Postmaster General and was a member of the 
Committee of the First Colony (Port Nicholson) , most of his 
time was spent developing his two estates in the Hutt 
3 Valley - Herongate and Woburn Hall - where Frank grew up. 
Henry h ad hoped t o fou nd a family in New Zealand. 
However , the near destruction of Woburn Hall in the great 
earthquake of 1855 led to the famil y • s return to the United 
Kingdom at the end of the year , where they settled in a 
little estate called 11 The Grove ,. i n Cowes o n the Is l e of 
Wight. Although family records list the 1855 earthquake 
as the only factor in the decision to return , the fact that 
there is no evidence of Frank having had any formal educa-
tion in New Zealand s uggests that the lack of suitable 
education for children of the Catholic nobility may also 
have been of importance. After only three years in Cowes 
the family moved to the family seat in Ingatestone, Essex, 
where Henry served as Master of the Essex Stag Hounds to 
his brother, the twelfth Lord Petre. The remainder of 
3. As a tribute to the Hon. Henry Petre•s contribution to 
New Zealand 1 s colonisation the European settlement at 
the mouth of t h e Wanganui River was o riginally named 
Petre. In 1847 this reverted to Wanganui to placate 
the indigenous Maoris. 
3 . 
Frank's youth was therefore spent in family homes on the 
Thorndon Estate (Bedfords and Springfield Lawn) or in 
London (Westbourne Terrace and Portland Place ) . 
The close relationship with the extended Petre 
family which Frank experienced during his years in England 
was extremely important for his later development. From 
them Petre inherited an extremely strong Roman Catholic 
faith which was a major influence on his subsequent career. 
The family is one of the oldest Roman Catholic aristocratic 
families in England and had adhered to their faith 
throughout the long years of religious discrimination. 
Traditionally a devout family , their long history of 
religious piety seems to have been particularly strong 
during the nineteenth century , when it would have been 
stimulated by the 1829 emancipation. 4 The Petre family 
were major benefactors in the Roman Catholic building boom 
initiated by the emancipation, being listed as contributors 
to numerous churches and convents including Westminster 
Cathedral. 5 Henry had maintained the family tradition of 
patronage by sponsoring the passage of Fr. O'Reilly, one 
of the first Roman Catholic priests in New Zealand, and by 
4. A number of the family, including the thirteenth Baron, 
Petre's cousin, entered religious orders. Petre's 
grandmother, Lady Petre, spent much of her time in a 
convent. 
5. The extent of the family's contribution to Westminster 
Cathedral is commemorated by the Petre Chapel. 
4 . 
donating a large block of land to the church in Wellington~ 
Frank played a major role in the Church in Dunedin. He is 
listed as one of the elders of the Church who welcomed the 
Cardinal Archbishop Moran of Sydney to Dunedin in 1886 and 
his family is described as "one of the better remembered 
Catholic families in St Clair" in the centenary history of 
his parish. 7 Petre's decision to devote the major part of 
his working career to ecclesiastical architecture is an 
obvious manifestation of t h e family's religious devotion. 
As mentioned earlier , Frank had no formal education 
in New Zealand b u t once in England the family followed t h e 
normal pattern for aristocratic Catholics . The Petre sons 
attended a boarding school , Mount StMary ' s in Derbyshire , 
which was run by the Jesuits. Frank attended this school 
from 1857 until 1861 when it was decided he would enter the 
navy, a customary fate for junior members of the nobility. 
Frank entered the Naval College at Portsmouth in 1861 where 
he was enrolled as a naval cadet. 8 Apparently he did not 
like the navy at all as 1861 is also the year in which he 
began studies atMgr Haffreingue's College at Boulogne-sur-
mer in France. This school was establised by 
6. The parish in which the donation was made was named 
Thorndon after the family's ancestral seat. 
7. New Zealand Tablet, 19.2.1886, p.2 
8. Wellesley-Colley Mrs Philip: The Life of the Hon. Henry 
W. Petre and Eleanor Walmsley, H1s W1fe, pr1nted 
privately 1907, p. 345 
5. 
Mgr Haffreingue in 1816; it provided a traditional currie-
ulurn within a strong Roman Catholic framework. Although 
it still exists war damage destroyed all school records 
prior to 1940 so that the only evidence of Frank ' s progress 
is contained in a letter horne from his younger brother, 
Edward , which states that "Frank is not going out of Mons 
Leroi's class until after Easter lbecause l he told me that 
he did not study very hard". 9 His education was completed 
with a two year course in Rhetoric at Ushaw College, 
Du rham , a cou rse designed as a s u bstitu te for university 
from which Catholics h ad been excluded. 
In 1864 Frank went to London to begin training as an 
e ngineer and architect. This choice of career had no 
familial precedent and wou ld appear to be a personal pref-
erence after he rejected his family ' s choice of naval 
service. As a younger member of a j unior branch of an 
aristocratic family it was imperative that the young Petre 
should pursue an economically sustaining yet r espectable 
profession and, according to John Summerson, "the archi-
tectural profession in the sixties was a gentleman's 
pro fession". 10 Unfortunately there 1s no recorded evidence 
of the reasons for Petre's interest 1n architecture. His 
daughter, Miss Margaret Petre, attributed this interest to 
9. Undated letter in p o ssession of Mr A. J . Petre, Christ-
church 
10. Summerson J: The London Building World of the Eighteen-
Sixties, Thames and Hudson, London, 1973, p. 20 
6 . 
an earlier desire to be a sculptor, an ambition which is 
not mentioned elsewhere 1~ It seems most likely that the 
most significant factor in Petre's choice of architecture 
as a career was the example of his headmaster in Boulogne , 
Mgr Haffreingue, who designed and supervised the reconstr-
uction of Notre Dame de Boulogne from 18~7 to 1866 1 ? This 
church was adjacent to the Bishop ' s Palace in which was 
housed Mgr Haffreingue's school and it is undoubtedly a 
major source for Petre ' s ecclesiastical architecture. 
The firm to wh ich Petre was articled in 1864 was 
Samuda Brothers, Millwall , London. It ha s bee n impos s ible 
to find any information abou t this firm apart from a 
b u siness card introducing "Mr Joshu a d ' Agu ila Samuda , 
celebrated ship-builder and engineer of London" and a 
letter of introduction from Redfern , Alexander & Co~, 
London , to R.F. Pockley Esq., Sydney , which recommends 
Petre as having worked for Samuda Brothers "celebrated 
shipbuilder and engineer of London" 1 ~ Family t radition 
maintains that his five year period with Samuda Brothers 
involved three years of practical experience and two years 
11. Certainly Petre had an appreciation of sculpture as is 
evidenced by his sculptural designs on the front balus-
trade of the Cathedral of the Blessed Sacrament and in 
the foyer of the present A.M.P. building in Cathedral 
Square, Christchurch. Petre's designs for church 
furnishings also have strong sculptural qualities. 
12. Notre-Dame of Boulogne-sur-mer, guidebook, n.p. 
13. Both in the possession of Mr A.J. Petre, Christchurch 
7. 
training in office procedures and draughtsmanship. A 
reference by Petre to his experiences with concrete in the 
East India Dock walls between 1866 and 1867 is the only 
existing indication of the type of work with which he was 
. 1 d . h. . d 14 1nvo ve 1n t 1s per1o . 
Petre left Samuda Brothers in 1869 and joined what 
was reputedly a well-known architectural practice in Gray ' s 
Inn Road, London. This bus1ness is variously named as 
Corbett and Nicol , Cubitt and Nichol or Cubitt and Nichols 
but correspondence with the archivist of the Royal 
Institute of British Architects suggests that it "was 
probably the firm of Daniel Cubitt Nichols , who is some-
times listed as Daniel Nicholls ... and who was an assoc-
iate of the R.I.B.A. from 1856-1874". 15 The Greater London 
Council's index to the Builder shows that D.C. Nichols was 
active in many fields of engineering and architecture such 
as urban and rural domestic work, warehouses and office 
buildings. According to an article on Petre published in 
the New Zealand Tablet in 1905 the firm was associated with 
two other businesses - the London Land Securities Company 
and the North London Sewage Company. 16 This means that 
14. Petre to Bishop Grimes, 19.11.1900. Archives of the 
Christchurch Dioce~ Building File, Box 1. 
15. R.H. Kamen, Head of Library Information Services, 
R.I.B.A. to author 18.9.1981 
16. New Zealand Tablet 16.2.1905 p.7. The article appears 
based on an interview with Petre 
8. 
Petre was involved in one of the "four intercepting 
sewers ploughing across town from 1860 to 1870" which 
Summerson acknowledges as having provided an impetus to 
. . h h . 17 Br1t1s eavy construct1on. Petre's participation in 
this project was extremely important because of the 
experience he gained in concreteconstruction techniques. 
Jasper Draffin, in his 1943 monograph on concrete, claimed 
that the extensive use of concrete in the London Sewage 
Works stimulated British experimentation with concrete and 
helped establish it as a respectable material. 18 Petre's 
later preference for concrete and his mastery of the 
material reflects his London e x periences as does his 
exclusive use of high quality Portland Cement , t h e material 
which Draffin sees as having established its reputation in 
19 the sewage works. 
It is immediately apparent that Petre's training, 
while it conformed to the usual pattern of articled pupilage 
was in no way a preparation for the architectura l creativity 
to which he was to aspire in his own business in New Zealand. 
His work in Britain was of a straightforward nature with 
the emphasis being placed on constructional practicalities 
17. Summerson J. The London Building World of the 1860's 
18. Draffin J. A Brief History of Lime, Cement, Concrete 
and Reinforced Concrete, University of Illinois 
Bullet1n, Ch1cago 1943, p. 23 
19. Ibid 
9. 
rather than decorative effects. There is no indication of 
his having had any experience in ecclesiastical architec-
t ure before his work in New Zealand. Therefore, while his 
commercial and domestic designs may well have been 
influenced by his period in the employment of Daniel Cubitt 
Nichols, his experiences of ecclesiastical architecture 
must be seen as observational rather than practical. In 
fact, as will be seen later, Petre ' s chu rch designs were 
thoroughly personal inventions derived from three major 
sources : copy books ; the surroundings in which he grew up 
and the observation s of h is exten sive travels in Eu rope 
prior to his return to New Zealand . 
Petre ' s f o ndness for books , which is remembered by 
his family, is s upported by his fo unding membership of the 
Dunedin Atheneum and his lectures to the Du nedin Catholic 
Literary . . 20 SocJ..ety. Miss Margaret Petre describes his 
personal library as extensive and, although no longer 
intact, it can be assumed that she is correct in her 
recollection of numerous texts on the works of Italian 
architects such as Palladio. She also remembers several 
regular journals, probably including The Building News but 
20. The New Zealand Tablet 5.12.1892 p. 12 gives an example 
of one such lecture on the subject of "Archaeology As 
An Aid to the Historian". 
this is impossible to substantiate. The limited range 
of his decorative motifs suggests some reliance on an 
architectural handbook such as Joseph Gwilt's An 
Encyclopedia of Architecture 2 ~ In view of Petre ' s 
qu iet contemplative nature, his liking for books and 
his habit of lecturing his family on the architectural 
merits of well-known architects over dinner, it is 
10. 
reasonable to s uppose that muc h of Petre ' s ecclesiastical 
architecture was derived from books. 
The lessons learnt from tex tbooks were a u gmen ted by 
t h e noble surroundin g s in which Petre ' s y o u th was spent. 
Wh ile t h e houses in which his immediate family liv ed 
were modest mansions by noble standards , all were in 
close proximity to very grand bu ildings . ·The family ' s 
first home after they left New Zealand was in Cowes , o n 
t h e Isle of Wigh t. This had been t h e home of John Nas h , 
the great classicising architect of t he late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries and the young Pe t re would 
undoubtedly have been impressed by classical buildings 
such as the Isle of Wight Institution (1811 ) and the 
22 Town Hall (1814) in Newport. 
21. Gwilt J: An Encyclopedia of Architecture, Landman, Brown, 
Green and Longmans, London 1842 contains detailed 
references to all architectural styles used by Petre and 
there are similarities between Gwilt's descriptions and 
those given by Petre in his articles in The New Zealand 
Tablet. 
22. The fact that Petre was impressed by Nash is substantiated 
by the close relationship between Petre's design for 
"The Cliffs", Dunedin, now known as Cargill's Castle, and 
Nash's Cronkhill, near Shropshire. 
ll. 
After 1859 Petre lived in the grounds of Thorndon 
I l l Hal l which had been completed in 1770 to the design of 
James Paine "the major architect of country houses before 
Adam" , whose many patrons included other Roman Catholic 
noblemen such as Lord Arundell and the Duke of Norfolk . 23 
Thorndon Hall fo llowed the u s ual formula for e i g h teenth 
cen t u ry English Palladian mansion s with its " large 
rectangular central block with a regular temple front 
a nd wings c u lmi nating i n end pav illion s " . 24 That Petre 
was impressed b y Tho r ndon Hal l is evidenced b y the 
references t o i t i n h is b as ilicas in Oa maru , Dunedin a nd 
Well ington. Th e homes i n wh i ch hi s family l i v ed , 
Bed f o rds a nd Spring field Lawn,were s ubstan tia l old houses 
with Tudor timber i ng , a mo t i f which b e came a c haracter-
istic feature i n Petre ' s own domestic work . Ot her major 
buildings on t h e Thorndon Estates i ncluded a Goth ic 
J2 1 chapel designed by Pugin a nd t h e original a ncestral seat , 
I3J Ingatestone Hall , completed in 1539. 25 Whil e t h e extent 
t o whic h Petre was influenced by Pugin ' s gothic style 
23. Burke J : English Art 1714-1800 Oxford University 
Press, London 1976 , p. 318 
24. Ibid, p. 319 
25. The chapel on the Thorndon Estates is attributed to 
A.W. Pugin by N. Pevsner in Essex Volume of The 
Buildings of England but correspondence with Mrs 
Phoebe Stanton suggests this is a work by 
E.W. Pugin. (Letter to the author 15.12.1981) 
12. 
141 is dubious; his first domestic commission, Chapman 
House, was heavily influenced by the stepped gables of 
Ingatestone House which Pevsnffregards as one of the 
foremost brick mansions of the sixteenth century in 
Essex. 26 
As well as living in the environs of fine 
architectural works Petre was educated in impressive 
buildings: StMary ' s Derbyshire, an ancient abbey 
refurbished by the Jesuits; Mgr Haffreingue's school 
in the ancient Bishop ' s Palace adjoining the site of 
the new cathedral of Boulogne and, Ushaw College, 
Durham, one of the old religious institutions in 
England with architecture as modern as contemporary 
Puginist works or as old as the Romanesque work 
dating from the eleventh century. Finally Petre's 
architectural training took place in London which was, 
during the nineteenth century, the site of an enormous 
upsurge in building activities and therefor e would 
have provided a highly stimulating environment for a 
young architect. 
26. Pevsner N., Essex, p 39 
Following the destruction of Thorndon Hall by fire 
in 1877 Ingatestone Hall is once more the horne of 
Lord Petre. 
13. 
To these environmental inf luences must be 
added h is travelling experien ces. Miss Margaret 
Petre describes her father as widely travelled and 
lists Spain , France a nd Italy as countries h e 
particu larly l iked. Alth o u g h it is i mpossible t o 
s ubstan tiate t hese j o u rney s , Petre ' s arch itecture 
cer tain l y s uggests a knowledge of Eu ropean , 
especially Fr e n c h , arch itectu re whi le h is position as 
Con s ular Agent for I taly i n Duned in is e v iden ce of a n 
assoc i ation with t hat c ountry which makes a journey 
t h e r e seem l ike ly. It is also probable t hat h e 
trav elled wi d e ly i n Br i tain , part i c u l ar ly i n En g l a nd 
a n d Ireland where h is fami l y h ad exten siv e social 
c ontacts. I n additio n h is e mployment wi t h D. Cub i tt 
Ni c hol s involved site s upervi s ion t h r oug ho u t t h e 
sou t h o f England. Ma ny of t h e o b servation s made 
d uring hi s jour n e y s were record ed in paint ings and 
s k e t c hbooks which Miss Petre remember s in t h e family 
home . 27 
27. Unfortunately none o f the sketchbooks exist 
t oday but a watercolour of the proposed church 
at Port Cha l mers, in the possession of 
Mr W. Haydon, Dunedin, is an excellent example 
o f h is drawing ability. 
14. 
Late in 1872 Petre left D. Cubitt Nichols to 
undertake a two year contract with John Brogden and Sons 
to s upervise railway construction in the South Island of 
New Zealand. This date therefore marks the end of Petre ' s 
architectural training in terms of direct education and 
observation ; once h e left Britain only copybooks remained 
a sou rce for h i m. In 1881 he firmly established himself 
in Dunedin by marrying Margaret Cargill , a grand daughter 
of Captain Cargill , and beginning the family wh ich 
even t ually inc luded 1 4 c h ildren . During his f orty fi v e 
years in Dunedin Petre wo r ked extremely hard a nd , wh ile he 
played a major part in t h e Catho l ic Chu r ch , he took no part 
in civ ic l ife , apart fr om being a fou ndi ng member of t he 
St Clair Go lf Cl ub . Well•respected i n h is profession he 
was an inaugural member a nd secretary of t h e Dunedin 
I nstitu te of Civi l Engineers and Arch itects in 1876 . He 
was also a foundin g me mber of t h e New Zea l and Institu te of 
Architects and served as its second president from 190 7 -
19 08. Although his work i nvolved extensive travel through-
out New Zealand and at least one journey to Australia he 
never returned to England and remained in practice in 
28 Dunedin until his death on December 10, 1918. 
28.;New Zealand Tablet, 9.2.1886, p. 14, notes that 
F.W. Petre was in Melbourne with Fr Ginaty inspecting 
Magdalen Asylum. 
ii Otago Daily Times , 13 . l2 .l918 , p.l, Death Noti c e. 
****** 
15. 
Petre never practised independently in London and 
there exists no evidence of Petre-designed buildings built 
by any of his employers anywhere in England. It is there-
fore convenient to consider his work in New Zealand as his 
total oeuvre . This can be divided into three stages: 
t h e initial period in the employment of John Brogden & Sons; 
the first phase of private practice , ended b y a period of 
ill health in t he 189 0' s and the second phase which 
con tinu ed until his death in 1918 . 
During h is e mployme n t with Brogden & Son s Petre ' s 
work was domi nated b y e n g i neer i ng. Petre was the 
e ng ineer i n c harge o f the construction o f t he Dunedin to 
Cluth a and I nvercargill t o Mataura Lines . 29 F .W . Furkert 
also suggests he superv ised t he Blenheim-Picton Railway , 
bu t this is not substan tiated elsewhere . 30 His railwa y 
work involv ed t h e construction of lines , tunnels and 
b ridges (freque ntly in concrete ) as well as the provision 
of housing for railway workers. Major factors in the 
provision of railway housing then , as now, were speed of 
erection and economy of cost. To this end Petre is credited , 
by his sons, with the pioneering of the American technique 
of balloon framing in these houses. 31 In actual fact Thomas 
29. Noonan R.J. By Design, Government Printing Office, 
Wellington, 1975, p. 19 
3~ Furkert F.W.;Early New Zealand Engineers, A.H. & A.W. 
Reed, Wellington, 1953, p. 244 
31. Letter to F.W. Furkert Esq., from W.R.J. Petre and B.F. 
Petre, dated 4.2.1949. In the possession of Mr A.J. 
Petre, Christchurch 
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Turnball used this technique in Wellington prior to 
Petre ' s arrival in New Zealand , however it seems likely 
t hat Petre ' s u se of balloon framing was independent of 
Turnball and that h e h ad acquired knowledge of the 
techniqu e d u ring h is journey t h rough the United States en 
rou te to New Zealand in 1872. 
By 1875 railwa y construction i n the South Island 
was largely c omplete a nd Petre left Brogden & Son s , 
although r e t a ine d as a c o n s u lta n t , to o pen h is own 
practice as a civil e ng i neer a nd arch itec t . Th e openi ng 
o f h is own business mu st indica t e h i s d ec i sion not t o return 
t o England after t h e completion o f h is cont r act wi t h 
Brogdens . Dunedin d uring the 187 0 ' s was a n extre mely 
affluent , rapidly growing city in which a large number of 
excel lent arch itects were already in bu siness . These 
arch itects i ncluded William Mason , R. A. Lawson a nd Maxwell 
Bury , t herefore competition must ha v e been i n ten se. 
Petre ' s offices were alway s in Du n edin , first in Stewart 
St and later in Princes St. 32 The firm was always small ; 
althou g h it is possible to disting u ish at least three 
hands on remaining plans it is likely that he employed no 
more than two assistants at a time; from 1905 until 1914 
32. During the years in which he worked on The Basilica of 
the Sacred Heart he claimed a Wellington office. The 
address for this was the same as the basilica so it can 
hardly be counted as an additional office. 
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one o f these was his son , W.R.J. Petre. F.W. Petre was the 
principal of t h e firm, all designs were originally by him 
on ly details and working notes were h a ndled by e mployees. 
All accounts , bu siness tran sactions a nd correspondence are 
in Petre ' s own handwriting ; this lack of a secretary or 
book keeper must be regarded as the major factor in Petre ' s 
con stant financial d i ffic u lties. Business officially 
ceased in 1918 whe n Petre died but t here is little evidence 
of wo rk d u r ing t h e war. 
Petr e ' s ear ly period i n p rivate p ract i ce is 
remarkable f o r t h e r a nge a nd amo unt of wo rk carried ou t . 
During this time h e designed a c athedr a l , churches , 
domest i c bu ildings a nd warehouses , all of which were 
favourably received . Th is period also saw the production 
of h is major e ng i neering works , i n particular the drain i ng 
of t h e Henley Swamp i n t h e late 1870 ' s. After 1880 a lack 
of e v idence s u ggests t hat h is e ngineering work was almost 
so l ely confined to hi s pos i tions as Technical Consultant 
to t h e Milbu r n Cement Company and Consultant Engineer to 
Brogdens. 33 In 1898 he prepared a plan for the protection 
of St Clair suburbs from flood damage but this was never 
executed because the chairman of the St Clair Domain 
Board was Petre's father-in-law and his approval of the 
plan provoked a public outcry. 
33. The latter position brought him into prominence ln the 
arbitration of the Deborah Bay Tunnel Dispute. 
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Petre was undoubtedly one of Dunedin's major 
architects in this period and was well patronised. 
His work seems to be fairly evenly divided between 
domestic , commercial and ecclesiastical buildings. Of 
his domestic work the most famous existing example is 
t he monolithic concrete Chapman Hou se completed in 1875 
for Judge Chapman , a friend of the Hon . Henry Petre. 34 
This is a n unus ual example as Petre ' s domestic work was 
generally less a u stere a nd more in keeping with that 
" sham Tudor which dominated English suburbia ! from the 
mid-nineteenth century ! until at least t h e Second World 
War " ~ 35 Typical examples o f Petre ' s Tudor style are 
l si Pinner House of 1884 and 20 Cliffs Road of 1881 while 
the most interesting were t h e recently destroyed group 
of row houses built in Jones Street in 1884. These 
buildings were of monoli t hic concrete reinforced with 
iron rods. The exterior was fi n ished with a plaster 
wash which enhanced the Tudor effect created by the 
wood trim on the gables . According to Gale r , Petre 
was responsible for a large number of houses in St. 
Clair, a suburb developed on land previously owned by 
. f . 1 . 11 3 6 I dd . t . h1s ather-ln- aw, E.B. Carg1 . n a 1 10n 
34. Chapman House is called Castlarnore by Lois Galer in 
her book More Houses and Homes, Allied Press Ltd., 
Dunedin 1981, p. 19 
35. Jordan R. Furneaux: A Concise History of Western 
Architecture, Thames and Hudson, Norwich, 1979, 
p. 302 
36. Galer L.: Op Cit., p. 42 
19. 
newspaper tender notices indicate a range of clients 
h . d. d h d. . d 3 7 elsew ere 1n Dune 1n an t e s urroun 1ng countrys1 e. 
In the commercial field Petre was extremely 
active in the 1880 ' s, during which time all his major 
commercial buildings were designed. These ranged from 
the factory/ warehouse type, for example his premises 
for John Reid and Sons in Dunedin , to prestigious 
off ice buildings such as his two blocks for the 
Australian Mutual Provident Society in Dunedin and 
Christchurch . The latter was built on a commanding 
site in Cathedral Square i n 1886 , alongside a nother 
Petre design , t he Fletcher Humphries Building ; with a 
third building in adjacent Hereford St (the Gould 
Building ) i t is obvious that he was held in high regard 
in Christchurch as well as in Dunedin. Petre ' s 
commercial buildings adhered to the palazzo style pop-
ularised by Sir Charles Barry ' s Reform Club of 1837-41. 
Each building was designed within the strict canons of 
classical symmetry around a central motif on the street 
facing facade, floor divisions were clearly differenti-
ated on the exterior, the ground floor usually being 
rusticated while upper floors bore columnar 
j6J ornamentation. In the case of Phoenix House, Dunedin 
37. For example, The Otago Daily Times 21.3.1878 con-
tains a notice ±nserted by Petre for tenders to 
erect a house and stables for Charles Turnball at 
Berwick. 
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the formula has been strictly adhered to.38 The 
building, wh ich rests on a concrete foundation wh ich 
rises to a height of three feet , h as its internal 
floors clearly differentiated by a projecting cornice. 
The lower storey of t he predominantly concrete bu ilding 
is s heathed in simple r u sticated Oamaru stone with only 
t h e more delicate treatme n t of the window arches pro-
vidin g additional decoration . The Upper storey h as 
e l a borate columnar decoration , with paired Ionic 
c o l umns f l a nking t he c e ntral arched wi ndow a nd standing 
at t h e cor ne rs of t h e fa c ade while smal l er I onic 
pilasters separat e t h e r emaining wind ows . Th e who l e 
compo s i tion i s s ymmetrical ly arranged aro und the cen t r al 
project i ng b a y wh ich i s emphasised by car v ed v egetation 
ab ove its ground sto rey wi nd ow; its flank i ng c olumns i n 
t h e upper storey a nd a carv ed scrol l i n the cen tral bay 
of t h e roof balu strad e. The resul ting arrangeme nt of 
arche d wind ows a nd other c lassical forms is t y pical of 
Petre ' s c ommerc i al design s . 
Petre acquired h is repu tation as o n e of New 
Zealand ' s major eccles i astical architects early in his 
career. His first churches, StMary's Star of the Sea 
in Port Chalmers (1877 ) and the combined chapel/school 
of St Patrick's in South Dunedin (1878) were modest 
structures, hardly grand enough to be regarded as 
38. Now called Airport House 
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important architectural works. It was in fact his 
171 design for a convent for the Dunedin Dominican Sisters 
in 18 77 which established Petre ' s place as a major 
architect. 39 The convent 1s a most extraordinary work 
for which there seems to be little precedent ; its 
monolithic concrete structu re was pioneering in world 
terms while t h e exterior with its modern interpretatio n 
of simplified goth ic forms was entirely original. 
Acco rding to t h e sisters still in residence t h e bu i lding 
func tioned so well as a girls ' boarding school and 
c onvent t hat it is difficu lt t o believe t he architect 
was male ! Major feat ur es of t h e interior are Petre ' s 
u se of i n terior wi ndows , sky ligh ts a nd glass fl oor 
panels to allow day ligh t into e v e ry room, and t h e fact 
that no t wo rooms o r corridors are similar. Fur t her 
commissions for Roma n Catho lic convents , schools , 
presbyteries and c hurch es fol l owed in rap i d succession , 
t h e mo st i mportant being t h e commiss i o n for St Joseph' s 
Cathedral , Dunedin in 1879. 40 
39. Since writing this c hapter I hav e heard that the 
son of t h e major con tractor to work on this convent 
claims his father designed the whole convent and was 
responsible for the direction of the concrete work. 
The fact that Petre's claim to the design, as pub-
lished in newspapers such as The Illustrated New 
Zealand Herald, 23.4.1878, p. 6 was unchallenged 
suggests the claim on behalf of Mr J. Small is 
unsubstantiated. However, I was unable to further 
research this controversy in the time remaining to me. 
40. A major factor in obtaining this commission may have 
been the fact that Bishop Moran had been responsible 
for securing the'conversion of Margaret Cargill, a 
member of one of Dunedin's maj o r Protestant families, 
prior to her marriage to Petre. After this the 
Petres became close friends of the Bishop who 
baptised their children. 
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After 189 0 the evidence indicates that Petre's out-
p u t was overwhelmingly dominated by work for the church. 
Miss Margaret Petre says her father h ad to "slow down " 
becau se of a major illness in the early 1890 ' s. 
Unfortu nately she does not remember the nature of this 
illness b u t the history of the bu ilding of St Patrick ' s , 
Oamaru , notes that illness forced Petre to be replaced as 
41 
s upervi sing arch i tec t by a Mr McPhee. His specialisation 
i n c hu r ch des i gn may also hav e resulted from an inability 
to ga i n c ommissions f o r public bu ildings , possibly because 
of his catho licism, bu t it probably represents the response 
of a v ery devout Catho lic a r c h i tect to the Catholic 
building boom in New Zealand in t h e last q u arter of the 
42 
n ineteen t h century. Whatever the reason , t he last p hase 
o f Petre ' s working career is domi nated by ecclesiasti cal 
archi tectu re , produced solely for the Catholic Chu rch a nd 
i t is i n this context t hat h e is most remembered. 
41. Pioneering Da y s of the Church in North Otago 184 0-19 00 
New Zealand Tablet Company , Dunedin , 19 70 . n.p. 
42. He was interested in gain i n g public commissions a nd did 
prepare an entry for the Parliament Buildings Compe-
tition. However , as Mr E. McCoy related, the 
accidental spilling of ink over his completed designs 
prevented his entry. 
****** 
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Whi l e Petre ' s abilities as a church designer 
have earned him a reputation as one of New Zealand ' s 
fi nest ecclesiastical architects it is h is techn ical 
abilities wh ich make him one of his country ' s o ut-
standing architects of the nineteenth century. The 
promi n e nce of his classical design s have cau sed him to 
b e most frequently classified as a class i cist. However , 
h is goth ic design s are far mo re numerou s and i n reality 
h is u se of so ma ny c ontrastin g styl es makes it most 
difficu lt to classify Petre o n a sty listic basis. 
Nevertheless he was no t a n ec l ectic arch itect. While 
h is u se of all sty les c a n occasion a lly be seen as 
unorthodox h e n e v er mixed styles with in a particular 
bu i l ding as b ecame popular with some Victorian 
architects. I n fact , not only did h e strive f o r 
sty listic purity with in a design b u t h e also h ad a 
distinct vocabu lary of sty les for particu lar f unction s . 
Thus h e u sed mock-Tudor so l ely for domestic work, 
Italianate a nd Renaissance palazzo for commercial 
b u ildings , Georgian i n schools and institutions , Gothic 
for convents and a wide range of Gothic and Classic 
styles in churches. Petre ' s work in any of these styles 
was characterised by a delicacy and refinement in which 
stylistic detail was pared down to a pure simplified 
jaj form. The Church of the Sacred Heart, North East 
Valley (1891) is a particularly good example of this 
aspect of Petre's work. This unsheathed concrete 
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building is notable for the geometric clarity of its 
silhouette. The goth ic character of the building is 
established by its lancet windows and finely pointed 
arches in which the plasticity of concrete has been f ully 
exploited , rather than in the host of ornamental 
detailing so frequently employed in Victorian Gothic 
architecture. 
Technically Petre ' s work is excellent. His nick-
name , "Lord Concrete ", s uggests t hat h e should be reme m-
bered only f o r h is mas t e ry o f con c r ete . 43 While t hi s is 
i n fa c t t h e most remarkab le of h is cons t r uction techniques 
h e was an accomplished designer with all the building 
mater i als a vailable in nineteen t h·ce n t u ry New Zealand . 
Many of his s maller churc he s , 'much of hi s domestic work 
and a number o f smaller conven ts were designed in common 
weatherboard. Th ese . h av e largely disappeared , either 
t h r ough decay or beneath a t h ick , bland coating of stu cco. 
Howe v er , the example of St Brigid ' s , Waitati (1895 ) 
demonstrates his usual empathy with his material and the 
purpose of the design. The simplicity of this design 
suited its situation and the means of its congregation 
while the delicacy of the architrave and the gothic 
detailing of its belfry endowed the whole structure with 
an air of religious dignity• 
43. Stacpoole J: Colonial Architecture in New Zealand 
A.H. & A.W. Reed, Wellington, 1976, p. 146 
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Petre ' s earliest use of a permanent material was of 
Port Chalmer~ bluestone in St Mary Star of the Sea and 
St Joseph ' s Cathedral. Construction in both churches was 
in the usual nineteenth-century rubblestone method which 
he found disappointing in its cost and speed of construc-
tion. Neither church has been completed to his design and , 
although he used rubblestone again in a few Central Otago 
c hurches such as St Patrick ' s , Lawrence , a nd St Joseph ' s , 
Queenstown , ge n e rally Petre rejected t h is material in 
fav our of brick , concrete and Oamaru stone used separately 
or together. 
While Petre ' s ext e nsiv e u s e o f concrete i s c e rta inly 
i nnovatory he c a n not be called a pioneer in t e rms o f 
introducing concrete construction to New Zealand . Concrete 
h ad already b ecome the usual material for found a tion s and 
these were often extended slightly abov e ground level to 
form the lower stages of walls , for example i n Samuel 
Farr ' s Norma l School , Christchurch , wh ich was c ompleted in 
1874. Petre invariably u sed concrete foundations and , in 
addition , made extensive use of poured concrete walling. 
The use of concrete in walls was not common in New Zealand 
before 1875 although there are several examples of its use. 
"J. c. Firth added a castellated concrete tower to his 
wooden house" in the early 1870's while John Campbell 
imported formwork for a concrete addition to his house, 
Logan Bank, as early as 1870. 44 Philip Herapath used 
44. Ibid, p. 205 
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monolithic concrete for his congregational church of 1874 
and Stacpoole also notes that 
" David Ross of Dunedin and hi s nephew , 
F . W. Burwell , had advertised their 
intention of apply i ng for letters paten t 
for ' The sole use , benefit a nd adv antage 
in New Zealand of certain inventions a nd 
improv ements in t h e construction of frame 
apparatu s for t h e construction o f works 
i n concrete ' i n J u ly 187 0". 45 
Al t hough t his app l ication lapsed it do es i ndicate the us e 
o f c onc r e t e i n Dunedin prior t o Petr e ' s a rriv al 1n 1872 . 46 
Obv i o usly , t he n Petre ' s repu tation as a pio neer o f 
concrete construction does n o t der i v e from hi s i n troduction 
of the material to Ne w Zealand . 
Petre ' s use o f c oncrete was more exten siv e t h an a ny 
o t her contemporary New Zealand arch itect a nd in fact he 
i s on e o f t h e first architects in the modern world to u se 
concrete as h is h ab itual medium . The most innovatory 
aspect of Petre ' s use of concrete is in the exten t to which 
he exploited the nature of the material for aesthetic 
effects , in this he was at variance with the usual nine-
teenth-century practice of disguising concrete. In 
adopting concrete as his basic material Petre not only 
45. Ibid 
46. Two further examples of concrete use in New Zealand 
prior to Petre are recorded in New Zealand Historic 
Places Trust, Historic Buildings of New Zealand: North 
Island, Cassell New Zealand, Wellington 1979. These are 
Goldies Brae, Wellington (1875-76) and W.H. Clayton's 
own home in Wellington (1875). 
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grasped the material ' s essential virtues of economy , speed 
o f construction and resistance to fire , but he also seems 
t o h a v e been the first to appreciate its s u itability f o r 
Ne w Zealand where high labour costs and a sho rtage of good 
building materials other t h an timber were already becoming 
apparen t. 
The concre t e u sed b y Petre was b ased on t h e Port l a nd 
ceme n t mix u sed i n t h e London Sewage Wo r k s where , as 
prev iously me n t ion e d , t h e a d v a n tag es of t he materia l for 
larg e scale constr uction h ad fi n a l l y ach ieved rec ognition 
1 n 47 England. 
" Th e satisfaction whi c h it !Po r tland c e me n t ! 
g a v e t here greatly i n creased i~ popu l ar i t y to 
a ma rke d d e g ree a nd c onsiderable q u a n tities 
48 
we r e expor ted ." 
Ne w Zealand was a n early recipient o f t he se expor t s until 
t h e f o und ation o f the Milburn Company of which Petre was 
a consultant. Portland cement ' s s uper iority lay in the 
selection and proportioning o f its constituents and in the 
inclusion of gypsum as a retardant. Petre demanded t he 
highest standards of workmanship from his contractors. His 
specifications for the Cathedral of the Blessed Sacrament, 
47. By coincidence the first Portland cement works in 
France had been established in Boulogne~ur-mer in 1857. 
48. Draffin, op. cit., P.· 20 
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Christchurch, are extremely detailed in their stipulations 
concerning the grade of Portland cement to be u sed and 
the pour tests to wh ich each mix was to be s ubjected . 
Unless u sing monolithic concrete Petre reinforced 
h is concrete with hoop-iron and metal plates as i s clearly 
stated in t h e specifications for the Cathedral of the 
Bl essed Sacramen t a nd i l l u strated in i ts plans. An even 
earlier example of his use of iron re inforcement was 
rev ea l e d whe n t h e J ones Street Row Houses were demolished. 
Although t h e iron rod s e mbedd ed in its walls are much 
wider spac ed t ha n i s c u stomary t oday it i s clear t hat 
Petre ' s u se of r ein f orced con c re t e c a n b e traced b a ck as 
far as 1881 at least . Such a practice was d efin itely 
innovatory . Although Ph ilip Br a nnon had patented his 
s y stem of mono lithic concrete rein f o rced b y iron rods as 
early as 1 871 a nd 1874 , rein f orced concrete was uncommon 
t h roughout t h e world until t h e last decade of the nine-
teen t h cen tury . Petre ' s use of rein f o rced concrete 
clearly places h i m withi n t h e context of international 
experimentation with the material. 
Several buildings designed by Petre in the 1870's 
are solely of concrete, the most famous being Chapman 
House t the Dominican Priory, Dunedin. Unfortunately 
the plans for Chapman House have disappeared bub those of 
the Dominican Priory give no indication of 
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reinforcement. 49 While this cou ld be explained by the 
fact that these are the clients ' plans which could be less 
technical t h a n t hose of t h e con tractor it seems unlikely 
t h at t h e wal l s ( t h ree feet t h ick at g round lev el ) are 
rein forced as i t was not common practice to reinforce 
monoli t h ic concrete at t hi s t ime . 5 0 
Petr e ' s mastery o f c o ncrete techni q ues is clear ly 
r e v ea l e d in bo t h Ch apma n Ho u se a nd t h e Dominica n Pr ior y . 
I n bo t h c ases t h e fo r mwo r k was a un ique a nd origin a l 
des ign unlike t h e Fir t h a n d Campb e l l experime nt s whi c h 
app ear t o h a v e been c a r r ied o u t with imported f ormwork o f 
a mass-produced nature s imilar t o "Ta ll ' s Patent 
Apparatus ". 51 Th e wa ll s o f bo t h b ui lding s we r e poured 1 n 
s uccessiv e stages o f around one metre, t h e f o rmwo rk being 
mo v e d between pourings. The r euse o f f ormwork dup l ica t ed 
moti fs and o p e nings a nd i t is t h is d u pl i cation of mo t i f 
which prov i ded t h e basis for t h e decorative articulation 
of b o t h build i ngs . I n Chapman House t h e r epetition of t h e 
b a y wi ndow introd uces a generous bulge t o a n oth erwi se 
austere stru c t ure while t h e r epeti tion o f t h e go t h ic window 
mot i f in t h e Dominican Conv e n t introduces a vertica l thrust 
which c ounterba l a nces the horizontal v a lues whic h would 
49. These plans are in the Hocken Library, Dunedin. 
50. These plans consist of elevations, floor plans and some 
details of furnishings but very few of the working 
drawings necessary for the completion of the buildi ng. 
51. Collins P.: Concrete: the Vision of a New Architecture 
Faber & Faber, London 1959, p. 107 
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otherwise dominate the struc t ure. The buildings exploit 
the plastic i ty of concrete in their decorative fenestration 
and boldly articu lated aggress ive skyl ines. Even that 
major def i ciency of monolithi c construction , t h e join 
created b y t h e moving of f o rmwork , has been exploited by 
t h e moulding of s harp corn ices which differentiate between 
s uccessive floors. 
Th e Domi n i can Priory is t h e most ou tstanding of 
t hese bui lding s . At its c omp l etion i n 1 879 , it was t h e 
l argest concrete building in Austra l as i a a nd i ts f our 
f l oor s p l ace i t with i n t h e r a nks o f t h e largest in t he 
wo r ld. It stand s l ike a forbiddi ng fo r t r ess on t h e edge 
o f cen tra l Du n e din , its h arsh l i nes at p resent emphasised 
b y i ts sev ere grey pain t . Altho ug h one ' s first i mpression 
i s of geometric precisio n a nd regular i t y closer obser -
vation rev ea l s t hat no t o n ly is each facade qui te differen t 
but t hat with i n eac h side s u b t l e differences in fe nestra-
tion a nd t h e juxtapositio n of advancing or rec ed i n g plan es 
create a delicate variety , a fru~iliar aspect o f Petre ' s 
work . Above all t h e building i mpresses with i ts 
originality , for the Gothicism inheren t in the building , 
while conforming to nineteenth-century ecclesiastical taste , 
is ach ieved through a simplification of form which is quite 
modern in its execution and anticipates the twentieth-
century taste for repeated geometric forms. 
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Both Chapman House and the Dominican Priory are in 
unsheathed concrete being clad only with a thin plaster 
wash to disguise the irregularities of nineteenth.century 
concrete. This remained Petre ' s usual practice in domestic 
work where t he add ition of timber detailing created the 
allusion of Tudor timber and plasterwork , as in Pinner 
House for example. In a ll other buildings however 1 he no 
longer u sed uns heathed concrete after 1880 , preferring to 
disguise t he building ' s true nature beneath a cladding of 
brick or Oamaru stone . This c h a nge prob a b ly reflects the 
Victoria n dislike fo r t h e appearance of concrete . As 
Peter Collins states 
" t h e n ew confidence in t h e struc t u ral 
strength o f rei nforced concrete was not 
accompanied by a similar faith in its 
h . . l ' t ' " 52 aest etlc poten tla l les . 
Nineteenth- century concrete wa s coarse grained and tended 
to be mottled 
"with such sombre and v ariegated hues 
t hat not ev en the most radical funda-
mentalist could have seriously 
contended that it had any 
aesthetic appeal in its natural state". 53 
Petre's combination of concrete and exterior cladding 
was so successful that many have not been regarded as 
concrete buildings. The Oamaru stone ashlar work on the 
52. Ibid, p. 49 
53 . Ibid 
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Cathedral of the Blessed Sacrament for example consists 
of blocks which vary oe ween ten ana fifteen centimetres 
in thickness, the remaining twenty to thirty cenE1rnetres 
of wall consists of reinf~rcea concrete. It is in fact a 
concrete building for which the Oarnar u stone veneer 
acted as the forrnwork. The stone blocks were mortared 
i n to position , braced with an external , temporary 
j 9 j frame work then f illed with concrete a nd hoop iron . 
Once t h e concrete h ad hard ened the external framework 
was remov ed l eavin g a n extremely stron g , fireproof wall 
in which t h e conc r ete a n d stone were integra l components . 
Such str uctural integrity was extremely impo rtan t 
c ons i dering 
" the late Vic torian architect ' s appare n t 
o b session with the morality o f faci ng 
concrete with other mater i als s ince in 
accordance with Ru skinian doctrine , he 
must either justify his u se of facing 
materials on ethical grounds or eschew 
concrete altogether " . 54 
By bonding the concrete to its permanent formwork Petre 
created an aesthetically acceptable appearance which was 
not a duplicitous facade but an ethically correct 
structure. 
54. Collins,op. cit. p. 49, referring to J. Ruskin's 
condemnation of "cast ornament and brick cladding 
in The Seven Lamps of Architecture, Everyman, 
London, 1880, pp 33-35 
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Finally, in this brief discussion of Petre's 
concrete techniques, mention should be made of two examples 
of his skill in concrete engineering. The foundations of 
both of his cathedrals presented enormous problems because 
of their inhospitable sites. St Joseph ' s , in Dunedin,is 
situated on a filled-in gully and it was necessary to sink 
concrete foundations bhi~e met to the bluestone 
reef below. The entire building is supported by eighty 
three concrete piers , between o~ nd1 ~wd ne.s in width , 
which meet to f orm h eavy concrete arches eight feet below 
t h e ground s ur fa c e . The construction of this platform , on 
which t h e church is built , cost £2 00o . 55 Christchurch 
Cathedral was built on an extremely wet site with a very 
high water table . In order to s upport t h e building Petre 
designed a concrete platform which is in fact one of the 
earliest examples of a floating foundation in New 
Zealand. 56 
The r ange and quality of Petre ' s work rank him as 
one of New Zealand's major Victorian architects. However 
much remains to be done to gain an accurate picture of 
his full architectural output. My intention in this study 
is to examine one major aspect of his work, that of 
ecclesiastical architecture. 
55. The Christchurch Press, 15.2. 1886, p. 10 
56. St Patrick's, South Dunedin, 1894, is also a permanent 
material building constructed on a floating 
foundation. 
CHAPTER II 
PETRE AND ROMAN CATHOLIC CHURCH 
BUILDING IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY 
11 All their achievements have been made 
within the framework of a colony designed 
to be centred o n a Protestant Church. 
Those who came i n the First Four Sh ips 
plann ed a Church of England c olony , a 
little England beyond t h E seas . They did 
no t actively oppose , bu t t h e y did little 
to s upport t he aspiration s of tho se t h ey 
. 1 
called Roman Cathollcs. " 
34. 
The Petre family crest bears the motto : "Nothing 
Without God" and Petre ' s work as a specialist in 
ecclesiastical architecture was a continuation of the 
family's long history of benevolence to the church. His 
early friendship with Dunedin's Bishop Moran and the con-
sequent acquisition of a number of important commissions, 
especially St Joseph's Cathedral, meant that by 1886 
F.W. Petre was firmly established as New Zealand's foremost 
Catholic architect. He is credited with having designed 
1. The Beginnings - Catholic Centennial 1850-1950, Caxton 
Press, Christchurch 1950, p. 7 
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other Catholic architects were at work in the same period 
he appears to have been the unrivalled choice for all 
major churches in the area , a monopoly similar to that held 
by the Mahoney family in the Auckland region.2 
In choosing to specialise in ecclesiastical 
architecture Petre was faced with problems in addition to 
those already fo und in practising arch itecture in t h e 
dev elo p i ng colon y of Ne w Zealand. Not only did h e h a v e to 
cope with the d ifficul ties of designing f o r a new climate , 
t h e deficiencies of local materials and the unpredictable 
a v ailab ility o f i mpor ted g oods but he h ad t h e add i tion al 
pro blem o f having to design with in t h e precepts o f t h e 
Roman Catholic Church accordin g to convention s established 
in Britain in the early nineteenth century . 
The civil emancipation of Br1't1·'sh Ca~holics in 1829 
had precipitated a boom in church building which was exacer-
bated by the granting of an episcopal hierarchy in 1850. 
Previously Catholics "concealed the poor chapels they built 
•·· by disguising them under the comely appearance of dis-
us_e "
3 
-l--ut now th · b · fi ~ eJ.r J.S ops encourage 
2. In Canterbury, for example, Mr Jacobsen designed a 
beautiful church in Southbridge in 1878 but he was not 
considered for the Cathedral of the Blessed Sacrament. 
3. WisemanNPS: The Religious and Social Position of Catho-
lics in England. James Moore Publishers, London 1864, 
p. 9 
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them to erect "edifices great and noble in their design 
and execution " . 4 In the first half of the century their 
major concern had been the rapid erection of suitable 
structures which , in the words of Bryan Little were 
"gaunt , bulky , unappealingly designed and cheaply built ". s 
After 1850 , howe v er , a period of consolidation took place 
during which ma ny early buildings were replaced by larger 
more imposing structures whos e size and ofte n ostentatious 
styles presented a n aggressiv e challenge to the 
Establ ish e d Church of Englan d . 
While ex t er iors were f r e q u e ntly desig ned with 
propaganda v alues i n mi nd , i n terior design was closely 
guided by conven tion s drawn u p b y Th e Sacred Co ng regation 
of Rites . 6 Th e b as i c principle was that the High Altar 
shou ld not be too remote from the nave , therefore the 
eastern limbs of these churches were short , containing 
little but the High Altar and a Sanctuary large enough to 
accommodate the priest and several attendants. Transverse 
screens were discouraged as were choir stalls between the 
altar and people which, it was suggested, should be skied 
up above the nave in a western gallery. Devotional 
chapels were to be included in church design and it was 
4. Ibid, p. 15 
5. Little B: Catholic Churches Since 1623, Robert Hale, 
London, 1966, p 125 
6. Ibid, p. 130-131 
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suggested that the chief of these, usually those dedi-
cated to Mary , Joseph or a cult of The Saviour s u ch as the 
Sacred Heart , be situ ated on either side of the main altar. 
Adherence to t hese conventions produced remarkably similar 
plans i n British Catholic Churches , irrespective of the 
sty le of architectu re u sed by variou s designers . Catholic 
c hurches of t h e later n ineteenth century fol lowed uni form 
plan s wh ich consisted of a wide n a v e with v ery short tran-
septs , containing the dev otion a l chapels , flanking a c u r v ed 
sanctu ary wh ich con tained the high altar . Confessionals 
a n d t h e fo n t were us ual ly a c commodated i n s mall rooms 
adjoin i n g the e n t r ance porch b e n e ath t h e c hoir galle ry . 
I n Ne w Zea l a nd c h u rch des ign as a whole proceeded 
in t h ree stages. In t h e earliest days o f settl ement 
serv ices were h e ld i n aeN ~tety' ofs seculat &uiili~ings 
s u c h as Christchurch' s earliest Catholic meeting place in 
a hotel r un by an Irish lady , or very simple buildings . 
These were r e placed as soon as possible by large r , more 
permanent struc t u res , for example the first building on 
the Barbadoes Street site in 1860. 7 As settlement 
consolidated most congregations sought to erect 
architecturally-designed,permanent structures. The plann-
ing of these buildings usually followed British precedents 
and Petre's churches, irrespective of size or style, 
7. The Beginnings, Op. cit. pp 12-15. This "was a modest, 
floorless wooden structure, measuring 28ft x 18 lwhichl 
cost £ 75. Inside and out the mud was cheap and deep 
and plentiful" 
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110 1 conform to the convention established by the Sacred 
Congregation of Ri tes. His interiors are character-
ised by a c u r v ed sanctuary, t h ree steps higher than 
the n a v e , flanked by a n altar dedicated to Mary on the 
left with the second altar on the righ t dedicated to 
1 • 8 the church s patron salnt. 
Th e designing of Catholic churches in Ne w 
Zealand was f u rth er complicated by t h e poverty of the 
Catholic congregation s. Catholic colonisation ln New 
Ze a l a nd h ad not been e ncouraged so Catholic congre-
gation s were small a n d , with t h e notable ear ly 
exc eption of the Petre family itse lf , Catholic 
9 immigrants we r e not weal t hy. 
" Th e first Catholic settlers were t o b e 
found among the s h epherds and general 
h ands o n the large estates ." 10 
The gold fields attracted large numbers of Irish later 
in the century a nd these immigrants rapidly increased 
Catholic populations on the West Coast and in Central 
Otago. In spite of such a low socio-economic basis 
8. Since the decrees made by The Council of Vatican II, 
these altars have frequently been made the reposi-
tory for the Blessed Sacrament when it is no longer 
held in the central high altar. 
9. According to The Beginnings - Catholic Centennial 
1850-1950, between 1850 and 1860 Catholics 
comprised only 4.08% of the total population of 
Canterbury. 
10. Pioneering Days of the Church in North Otago 
1840-1900, Op. cit. n.p. 
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for expansion the clergy were eager to undertake ambitious 
building programmes. In Oamaru , for example , the Irish 
population i n 1 870 was " too s mall to significantly observe 
St Patrick ' s Da y " yet they h ad just completed an Oamaru 
stone church designed by the noted Dunedin architect , 
R.A. Lawson , a nd within 15 years would initiate t h e 
1 . f . . d . f . ll p ann 1ng o an even more 1mpos 1ng e 1 1ce . The incent ive 
for s u c h archi tectural extravag a nce was the equal i t y of 
r e l igion which existed i n Ne w Zealand law from the b eginn-
ing of c olonisation. 
Wh i l e i t is tru e t h at t he New Zea l a nd Compa n y 
e nc o ur aged colonisat ion on a r e l igious basis whi c h did not 
includ e Catho lic s t he y were not act i vely excluded a nd , 
once t h e y arriv ed i n Ne w Zea l a nd , Catholics held t h e same 
privileges o f wors h ip, education and employment as a ny 
member o f the orthodox Protestant denominations. It is 
also a fact that although Provincial Governments gave 
rather mo re ass istance to t he particular denomination 
assigned to a colony, Anglican i s m in Canterbury for example, 
some assistance was also given to the Catholic Church. 
Thus the Canterbury Provincial Council laid aside a site 
for the use of Catholics in 1868 and, although this site 
was inferior to that allocated to the Anglican Church, it 
was still a generous one comparable to that granted to 
other denominations such as the Baptists or the 
11. MacDonald K.C.: Whitestone Country, The Otago Daily and 
Witness Newspapers Co Ltd., Dunedin 1962, pp 108-234 
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b . 12 Pres yter1ans. Further evidence of a lack of official 
religiou s discrimination in New Zealand was the lack of 
controversy o v er the assumption by Catholic Bishops of 
similar tit les to those h eld by Anglican Bishops. 
Catholics were therefore eager to express their equality 
of status in material terms and undertook huge fi nancial 
committme nts to erect buildings comparable to t hose 
built by t heir wealth y Anglican rivals. 13 
I n designing c h urches Petre was c o n fronted wi t h 
ma jor problems. While plan s had t o adher e to t h e conven-
tions established b y Th e Sacred Congregation o f Rites 
his patrons also expectedgramiose a nd i mpo sing structures 
yet t h e y provided only meagre b udgets. As a Catholic 
himself , Petre was often s ubj ect to considerable pressure 
to design f o r the church free of charge , his e mployers 
resented paying his accounts and he was often placed in 
the invidious position of having to beg his clients for 
14 payment. The sites provided for Catholic churches were 
12. Canterbury Reserve Ordinance. Conveyance dated 11 
August 1868. File 41, Deed 578, Archives of the Land 
Department, Christchurch. 
13. An example of such a committment was Bishop Grimes' 
acceptance of Petre's estimate of £52,000 for a Cathedral 
to serve a Diocese which then contained only 11,000 
catholics. 
14. The Petre family in New Zealand was never wealthy which 
suggests that his charges were in no way excessive. 
Several stories relating to his difficulties in obtain-
ing payment have been related by his family. When the 
Dominican Sisters found it difficult to pay they promised 
the young and childless Petre free education for any 
daughters he might have. He accepted this and subse-
quently produced seven daughters. 
41. 
usually removed from the town centre and often in poorer 
suburbs yet Petre was expected to design a chu rch which 
would command atten tion . It is a mark of hi s skill t hat 
he often s u cceeded - Timaru dominates that city ' s skyl ine ; 
St Patrick ' s , Oamaru , is an imposing structure when seen 
from t he main road ; the spire of St Joseph ' s , Dunedin , 
would h av e domi nated that city ' s skyline had it been 
buil t , while St Patrick ' s , Waimate , command s the e n trance 
to t h e town with a silho uette wh ich is v isible for miles 
around. 
Ho~yer, although a njneteenth:century designer 
f Gatho:ti,c ~hurches ]1-aq 1to ..work wi th±n evere' financial 
and liturgi~al ~t must be, acknowledged that 
they had a ~~r eater - ~listie fre,~dQm' tha~ w~~ 
r;-.!;l-~::~ct~ archite ~ ~p e 1\nglicanLChurch'. F.:t;:orn 1841 
~9~· ~rGhi±aQ~U w~ dprni~~e by the Ecclesi0logi~al 
it.Li corle. of1 .J::Cfl~ t~ctural i styl~ al}d 
Mter the- death 1r.'W. gin .:i, · 8~2 
no such authority existed in Catholic design , although his 
influence permeated the entire century and, in New Zealand, 
is particularly apparent in the ecclesiastical works of 
the Mahoney family in Auckland. 
The strength of Pugin's espousal of Catholicism as 
the true form of English Christianity and his feeling that 
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"the building of Gothic churches lwasJ a religious 
necessity" 15was s uch that most Catholic churches and all 
Cathedrals built in England between 1829 and 1852 were in 
the Gothic style . After his death , however , hi s influence 
waned las ~many i a~eni6ec~s reali~ed~t~at fiis version or 
Gothic was particularly unsuited to nineteenth-century 
Catholic practices. Pugin ' s deep c h a ncels and rood 
screen s , f o r example , inhibited the congregation ' s par-
ticipation i n t h e Mass. Although Gothic styles remain ed 
the most po pular f or Catholic c h urch es in the second half 
of t h e n i neteenth c entu r y Pugin ' s purity of ornament and 
workman s hip was eschewed in favo u r of t h e more simp l ified 
Gothic ornamentation of churches designed i n accordance 
with the needs of the Catholic liturgy . The second half 
of the century also saw a number of new styles used in 
Catholic churches, culminating in J.F. Bentley ' s Italo-
Byzantine design for the premier British Catholic church , 
the Cathedral of Westminster, begun in 1895. 
Petre ' s work in New Zealand is very typical of 
English Catholic architecture in the second half of the 
nineteenth century. He uses a basic plan consisting of a 
wide nave with a central curved sanctuary at the end 
opposite the entrance. The shallow sanctuary is flanked 
by two devotional chapels which are either in small niches 
15. Hitchcock H.R.: Architecture in the Nineteenth and 
Twentieth Centuries Penguin Books, London, 1958, p. 97 
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or rudimentary transepts. Above the entrance is frequently 
sited a choir loft. This basic design was clad in a variety 
of styles : early English , French fo urteenth- centu ry , and 
other Gothic types , Renaissance , Palladian , Neo- classical 
and I· .alc -Byzintine polychromy. 'he fact that mos of his 
c hurches are in some form of Gothic is also in accordance 
wi t h English practices. 
Petre ' s use of t he Gothic mode is interesting. In 
England he must h a v e been particu larl y s u sceptible to t he 
influence of Pugin , who se archi tecture was a feature of 
Ushaw Co llege , Durham, and at Oscott , whe r e sev eral of 
Petre ' s bro t hers were educated. The Petre famil y were 
patrons of A.W. Pugin , being listed as contributors to 
several of his c hurches. Furthermore , as already mentioned 
ldl-g->.1:-n d n 
16 the grounds of Thorndon Hall. During Petre ' s years in the 
family seat this mu st have been his local chu rch and it is 
inconceivable that he wou ld not have observed it closely. 
Therefore his rejection of Puginist Gothic in favour of an 
original, simplified, treatment is significant. Only St 
Joseph's Cathedral, Dunedin, approaches Pugin's purity of 
workmanship and authenticity of design and it was never 
finished. Petre's son, F.W. Petre, described his father 
16. See Chapter I, Note 24. 
as a bitterly disappointed artist whose "dreams are 
uneconomic and his cathedrals and palaces are not 
required " . 1 7 The son ' s view of his father as "a close 
44. 
disciple of A. W. Pugin " is inaccurate in that Petre n ever 
seemed to have believed that "Gothic was deemed to be the 
e cclesiastical style for t h e true Catholic church " .l8 
Petre ' s u se of Gothic o r classical style was as a 
decorative dress for his building rather than as a n 
orga n ic part o f t h e str u c t ure which remains b asically the 
same in a ll hi s designs . Th e most important Catholic 
fo llowers o f Pu gin in nineteenth ~ century New Zealand were 
t h e Auckland~ based Ma hone y famil y whose ecclesiastical 
works reveal the greater intricacy of detail and irregu-
l arity o f outline usually associated with Pugin. Petre ' s 
us e of Gothic is qui te differen t ; hi s liking for classical 
symmetry , clean lines and s h arply defined angles is always 
present , as is h is tendency towards simplification . Thus 
his Sacred Heart Church in North East Valle y (1891 ) achieves 
a strong Gothic flavour with a minima l a mount of o r n a-
mentation. It is in the spirit of his earlier Dominican 
Convent and expresses Petre ' s individual Gothic tastes , 
barely influencedby Pugin but considerably affected by his 
own classical beliefs. Although Gothic was used by Petre 
for most of his churches, only two of his major works, St 
17. "Genius Baffled" The Weekly News, 5.10.1958. p. 8 
18. Dixon R. and Muthesius S.: Victorian Architecture 
Thames & Hudson, London, 1978, p. 184 
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Patrick's, Greymouth (completed in 19 0 6 but designed in 
1888 ) and St Joseph ' s , Dunedin ( 1886 ), are in that style; 
the remainder are in what has become known as his 
basilican style . 
****** 
Petre design ed nine c hu rches i n t h e s o -called 
basilican sty l e of whi c h on e , Well i ngton Cathedral , was 
n e ver buil t . With t h e exc e p tion o f St Patr i ck ' s , Waimate , 
t h e y are a ll maj o r pa ri s h c hurches including on e cathedral , 
t h e Blessed Sacramen t in Christchurch. John Stacpoo le 
describes these c hurches as "extraordinary " 19and hardly 
with in " the spirit of colonial architecture ". 20 While 
they may appear foreign to New Zealand eyes so accustomed 
to c o lonial goth ic , these churches are not at all extra-
ordinary in t h e context of eighteen th a nd n ineteenth -
century Catholic architecture in either Europe or Great 
Britain. In the sense that they represen t Petre ' s response 
to the New Zealand problems of material shortages, 
expensive labour and lack of finance the churches are well 
within the colonial spirit of devising an architecture 
suitable for a new environment. 
19.Stacpoole, Op cit p. 205 
20. Ibid p. 143 
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The basi l ica is the oldest large architectural form 
1n Christianity. It had evolved from the "corrunon Roman 
type of assembly hall u sed in administrative and other 
bu ildings" 21which R. Bandinelli describes as 
"a type of bu ilding with an elongated 
ground plan a nd generally divided into 
three aisles or naves of which the 
c entral o n e is wider a nd often ends 1n 
22 
an apse " . 
Al though u ltimately of Greek origi n the basilica was 
adopted b y the Romans a n d became a corrunon architectural 
form throughou t Europe and t h e Near East. Its adoption by 
Christianity e n s u red its s u rvival i n to mediev al arch i-
tecture. Th is s urvival encompassed several forms ; in the 
East ma ny v ariations occurred a nd 
" t h e domed c hurch o n a cru cifo r m, 
cross-in-square , polygonal or polyfoil 
plan carne i ncreasingly to s upplant the 
basilica". 23 
21. Krautheimer R.: Studies in Early Christian, Medieval 
and Renaissance Art, University of London Press, 
London, 1971. p.7 
22. Bandinelli R.B. Rome - The Centre of Power, Thames & 
Hudson, London 1970, p. 422 
23. Huyghe R. (editor ) Larrousse Encyclopedia of 
Byzantine and Medieval Art, Paul Harnlyn, London 1963, 
p 31 
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In the west the basilica remained the basic plan for the 
great Gothic cathedrals. In Italy itself the influence 
of existin g early Christian church es s u c h as Sta Maria 
Maggiore or San Paulofillari le Mure ensured the survival 
of a basilican style which closely adhered to Roman 
traditions . Becaus e of t his relationship the basilica is 
closely identified with Italian traditions in church 
building s o t hat a building ma y be identified as basilican 
whe n, in reality , it i s better described as classical, 
romanesqu e , byzantine etc . I n classifying Petre ' s non-
Goth ic works as basilican such c o n f u sion i s a b solute. In 
floor plan t he y differ litt l e from h is Gothic works , in 
style t h e y are wide ranging a nd several , St Mary ' s , 
Invercargill , i n particular , adhere to no accepted 
definition of basilica . 
In actual fact the u se of the term ' basilica ' to 
describe any of Petre ' s c hu rches contrav enes Catholic 
canon law which states t hat 
"no church c an be honored with the 
title of a basilica except by 
apostolic grant or immemorial custom". 24 
Nevertheless Petre himself used the term to describe his 
non-Gothic churches, as did his clerical clients, 
24. Bouscaren T.L., Ellis A. & Korth F.: Canon Law A Text 
~--------------------and Commentary, The Bruce Publishing Company, 
Milwaukee, 1966, p. 146. 
48. 
including the highly educated Bishop Grimes of Christchurch:s 
Such usage is in accordance with the accepted nineteenth 
century meaning o f t h e term . The Cambridge Camden Society 
tended to classify all non-Gothic churches as basilicas , 
a trend followed in New Zealand , and this usage is 
responsible f or t h e generalised definition of basil ica now 
common ly accepted . 
Petre ' s i n terest i n t he basilicanform is no t at al l 
s urprising , con sidering h i s family ' s tradition of patronage 
in England a n d Ire l a nd a n d h i s own trav e lling experiences 
i n France a nd Italy. Th e simplicity of t h e style a nd its 
s u itability for concre t e c o nstruction must ha v e appealed 
to h im while hi s cleri c al patron s pro bab ly fo und the 
styl e ' s religious and philo sophical associations most 
attractiv e . Petre ' s u se of t h e basilican form c a n be seen 
as part of a mov ement awa y from Gothic f o r ms which took 
place i n ma ny Roman Catholic areas in the second half of 
the nineteen t h c entury . 
As early as 1843 the Ecclesiologist had 
derogatively referred to "the Roman Catholic form, the 
Basilica" in its article on Professor Charles Robert 
. 1 h' t 26 Cockerell's espousal of class1ca arc 1tec ure. 
25. However it is highly unlikely that Petre would have 
described StMary's, Invercargill, in its present 
form as a basilica. 
26. White J. The Cambridge Movement, Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge, 1979, p. 122, referring to the 
Ecclesiologist Volume III, p. 40 
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Although British church builders were under the domination 
of Pugin early in the cen t ury , by 1850 it was obvious that 
Go t hi c was being rejected by Catholics. Thi s rejection 
represented not o nly a move towards a more liturgically 
appropr i ate form but also a ma ni festation of a significan t 
dev elopment in Roman Catholic philosophy. 27 This was the 
q uestion of the nature of English Roman Catholicism -
wheth er i t s h o u ld e mph asise its h istoric l egal i ty within 
Britain or t h e universality of Catholicism which tran s-
cends national boundaries . Immediately after the 
Ema ncipation e mp hasis was placed on Roman Catholicism ' s 
h isto ric p r iority o v er t h e Anglican Church. In arch i-
tectu r e t h is e mp h asis was expressed i n t h e revival of 
Gothic arch itectu re , regarded by Pugin as t h e true 
Christian f orm. By 1850 t h e maj or i n f l ue nces on n i ne-
teenth cen t ury Catholicism i n England - Ne wman , Ma nning 
a nd Wi seman - were e mphasis ing Cathol icism' s universality. 
Th is , the philosophy of Ultramontanism , was expressed in 
t h e assumption of Roman litu rgy , Roman canonical dress 
and sermons stressing the historic power of Rome. 
" Rome must really govern, animate and 
inform things with its own spirit 
We don't want another dose of 
27. Thiry P., Bennett R.M. and Kamphoefner H.L., Churches 
and Temples, Reinhold, New York, 1953, p. l4c. "It was 
1n the Roman basilica that the liturgy of the Western 
Church reached its high point of development. This 
basilican liturgy has come down to us essentially 
unchanged." 
Anglicanism with Tridentine 
doctrine : we want to be sensibly and 
perceptively Roman " 
28 
said F . W. Faber . The first three Archbishops of 
Westminster , (Wiseman , Manning and Vaughan ) were all 
so. 
Ultramon tanes and their i n fl u e nce was felt in a reaction 
to the Goth ic Rev ival. 
"The adoption of Roman d e votions a nd 
t h e u se of Roman ceremonies dema nded 
Roman a rch itecture ," 29 
an d whe n t he t ime c a me f or t h e b u ilding o f t h e Cath e dral 
o f Westminster Card i na l Va u gh a n ha d no hesitat ion in 
s tipu lating the style of t h e old By zanti ne basil icas , a 
style symbolic o f the ultramon tane victory in nineteen th• 
centu ry English Catholicism , just as the Orator ian 
Fathers had been adaman t i n t heir stipulation o f classical 
architecture for t h e Brompton Oratory begun in 1878 . 
The ultramontane debate was less intense in New 
Zealand because·of the missionary nature of the early 
church and the fact that the majority of parishoners were 
of Irish origins. The church in Ireland placed great 
importance on its Roman connections so that 
28. Holmes D.: More Roman than Rome, Burnes & Oates, 
London, 1978, p. 117 
29. Ibid, p. 70 
"the Catholics, when they could afford 
an architect and a definite style, 
usually opted for a classical building ". 30 
This not only emphasised the universality of Roman 
Catholicism but presented a strong challenge to 
" the plethora of First-Fruits Gothic 
Protestant Churches which covered 
Ireland like a rash". 31 
The Irish or Marist origins of the nineteenth-century 
clergy in Ne w Zealand ensured the triumph of ul t ra-
51. 
montanism and they must have been a strong influence 1n 
approving classical commissions. 
Petre himself had been brought up u nd e r e x tre me 
ultramontane influences. His uncle , Lord Petre , was a 
close friend of Cardinal Manning , while his grandfather , 
the previous baron , had been a major benefactor of Irish 
32 
church building in the first half of the century . 
of Petre ' s schools , Ushaw College and 
establishment in Boulogne , were both recognised as 
"heavily romanised".3J Given Petre ' s fervent Roman 
Two 
's 
Catholicism and his honorary position as Italian consul 
30. de Breffny B. and Mott G.: The Churches and Abbeys of 
Ireland. Thames & Hudson, London, 1976, p. 148 
31. Ibid, p 148 
32. Holmes, Op. cit. p. 170 
3 3. Ibid, p. 19 0. 
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in New Zealand it is probable t hat Petre was a committed 
u ltramon tane a nd as s uch wou ld h a v e been strongly 
attracted to the basilican sty le . 
I n his work for t h e Roma n Catholic Chu rch Petre ' s 
major 
"problem was to find a sty le wi thin 
t h e means of New Zealand 
c ongregatio ns " .3 4 
H1l wl.~pr:~€1 .us-e -o'i: ~on~~ ::s<:Y-.r~a -eHe pr(jM fhs 'OlE ~ 
l ack of good bu ilding ston e a nd a shortage of c heap labour 
but concrete was eth ica l l y a nd structura l l y uns u itable for 
Gothic c hurches. Concrete was first u sed as a building 
material b y the Romans , t herefore it was historically 
associated with basilica con struction . 35 Petre ' s concrete 
techniq ues were h igh l y mechan ised and his poured concrete 
walls , faced with brick or Oarnaru stone , cou ld be erected 
extremely q u ickly as the fo u r year period b etween the 
l a y i n g of Christchurch Cathedral ' s fo undation stone and 
t h e bu i l din g ' s con secration demonstrates. 36 In addition , 
34. "Genius Baffled", The Weekly News , 5.10.1958, p. 8 
35. Guedes P.: Architecture and Technological Change, The 
MacMillan Press Ltd., London, 1979, p. 253 
36. Contract signed 10. 2.1901. Official opening 12.2.1905 
compared with the Anglican Cathedral in the same city 
which was completed in 1904 after more than 26 years. 
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as Petre indicated in his letter to Edward O'Connor, 
secretary of t h e Christchu rch Diocesan Bu ilding Fu nd , the 
method was far cheaper than any other masonry techniques 
yet it had an equal reputation for permanence and being 
fireproof. 37 Thus it can be seen that the basilican 
style was a logical choice for Petre , rather than an 
extraordinary phenomenon. It enabled him to combine the 
expediencies of economy and speed of erection with the 
h istoric aesthetics of a f orm which was extremely familiar 
to one who had been educated in France where , d uring the 
eigh t een t h a nd n i neteenth centuries most n ew churches were 
b ased on basil i can plans i n a classical or neoclassical 
manner. Furthermore the style had been accepted by 
the influential Beaux-Arts movement as the preferred 
mode for ecclesiastical buildings. Such approval must 
also have been a major factor in Petre's appreciation of 
basilican designs. 
37 . Petre to E . O'Connor 9.3.1900. Archives of the 
Christchurch Diocese. Building File. Box No. l. 
The comparativ e costs given by Petre are : 
"Basilicas 
St Patrick ' s , Oamaru , so far £4 ,0 00 
Sacred Heart , Wellington , so far £ 8, 000 
St Patrick ' s , South Dunedin, so far £ 5 , 300 
Gothic 
St Joseph's, Dunedin, so far 
First Church, Dunedin, so far 
Knox Church, Dunedin, so far 
Anglican Cathedral, Christchurch, 
so far 






THE EARLY BASILICAS 
Petre ' s first experiment with the basilican type of 
church took place in hi s own parish of Sou th Dunedin , then 
the most rapidly growing part of the Otago Diocese, which 
included St Kilda , the site of many of the architect ' s 
mock Tudor houses . Apart from the hill s of St Kilda most 
o f the subu r b was made up o f flat , poorly drained land 
which provided some of t h e cheapest ho u sing i n t h e city a nd 
t h erefore attracted large numbers o f Irish immigrants. With 
so many Irish in the congregation it was almost inevitable 
that the parish was dedicated to St Patrick. In June 1873 
Bishop Moran purchased one acre of land in Macandrew Road 
for church purposes and t h e first building on the site was 
the dual purpose school and chapel , also designed by Petre. 
This opened on August 18 , 1878 . As the parish' s centennial 
history states 
"the school-chapel makes no claim to 
grandeur; it is not enriched with 
1 
stained glass and marble". 
It Jls;, iim ~,, a smEil.lJ.Jl weath'.er-l§'@.at!d gabled building wi_th 
no ornamental detailing other than three superfluous 
buttresses along either side of the nave. Nevertheless 
1. The Turn of the Tide - Centennial History of the Parish 
of South Dunedin. N.P. 
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the building served as the school-chapel well into the 
1880 ' s and , after the opening o f t he n ew church in 
189 4 , it c ontin u ed to be u sed by t h e parish school , in 
the ground of which it remains today . The small wooden 
struc t u re was never env isaged as t he permane n t church 
a nd Petr e was instructed to begin t he planning o f a 
more elaborate c hurch i n 1 87 8. 2 
Th e earl i est drawing for t h e ne w c hurch appears 
111 1 to date fr om 1 879 . Al t ho u gh o nly a hasty sketch this 
drawing i s extr e mely i mporta n t as it s hows Petre was 
i n terested in c lassica l c h urc h es early i n h is career , 
i n t h e same y ears i n wh i ch other Gothic works s uch as 
St Mary ' s , Star o f t h e Sea ; St Joseph ' s Cath edral a nd 
t he Dominican Priory were under construction. It 
also s hows t h at h is interest in classic al designs 
actually aro se before t h e cost of St Joseph' s h ad 
demonstrated t h at rubblestone Go t h ic was beyond t h e 
res ources o f most Catholic congregation s . To a l arge 
extent the design can b e seen as the work of a n archi -
teet who en joyed experimenting with different styles 
and who was to resist any absolute stylistic cornrnitt-
ment throughout his career. 3 Nevertheless, this 
2. New Zealand Tablet 23.8.1878, p.ll 
3. None of the above Gothic designs were of a similar 
style. He described StMary's, Star of the Sea, as 
Early English Gothic, the Dominican Priory as Saxon 
Gothic and St Joseph's as French Gothic. 
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initial classical design is also a response to three 
factors. Firstly there was the dominance of Irish parish-
ioners who , as previously mentioned , preferred classic 
d · th than Goth1' c. 4 S dl t h th es1gns ra er econ y ere was e 
influence of Bishop Moran whose previous appointment had 
been in South Africa where basilicas were also the favoured 
Catholic architectural type. 5 Finally , the influence of 
t h e competition for the Church of the London Oratory , wh ich 
had been decided in June 1878 , h ad a strong effect on Petre 
as well as other Catholic arch itects in the English 
speaking world . 
The London Oratory , frequently called the Brompton 
Oratory , was t h e h ead church for t he Oratorian Order in 
Britain. Th e order was essentially an "urban apostolate of 
Preaching , Prayer and the Sacraments ", which included among 
its early members John Henry Newman and Frederick William 
Faber who placed great emphasis on the order ' s Roman 
traditions and historic relationship with the Pa pacy , hence 
the prescribed Italian Renaissance style for the compos-
ition to replace J.J. Scale ' s temporary Gothic structure. 
As a result, reported the Builder in June 1878 
"most of the plans lin the competition! 
approach more or less to the simple 
4. de Breffney and Mott, op. cit., p. 148 
5. For example, the Catholic Cathedral in Johannesburg 
then under construction. 
basilica type - a long nave with 
apsidal termination ... The Inspiration 
of the designers seems drawn in great 
measure from either St Paul ' s , St 
Peter ' s or Santa Maria della Fiore . 
6 Domes as we need not say , abound " . 
All the designs were described , and several plans 
[12 [ were reproduced in The Building News from June to 
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November 1878 a nd it is certain t h at t hese design s 
influen ced Petr e in most of hi s basilican design s . 
St Patrick ' s , South Dunedin , was n ever 
e nvisaged as a major parish c hurch. It was obvious , 
even i n t h e n ineteenth century , t hat it would serve a 
workin g class suburb a nd be overshadowed by St 
Joseph' s Cathedral which would be the preferred c hurch 
f . . 7 or maJor ceremon1es. Therefore its dimensions were 
modest - thirty point five metres ~ by fifteen point two 
metres •- and its decoration simple. Additionally, 
whereas Petre may have felt bound by the early 
nineteenth-century Gothic tradition when designing 
St Joseph's Cathedral, the relative unimportance of 
St Patrick's made it a more acceptable building in 
which to experiment with a new style. Thus, while 
6. "The Brompton Oratory Chapel Competition", The 
Builder. Vol. 3q. No. 1847, June 29, 1878, ~65 
7. It is interesting to note that Petre, although a 
practising member of St Patrick's parish, had his 
children baptised at St Joseph's Cathedral. 
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continuing to design within the liturgical constraints of 
his church , Petre was able to work with a new design and 
new construction materials. St Patrick ' s is the first 
church built by Petre which relies heavily on the 
architect ' s knowledge of modern building techniques. 
Because of its swampy site the building was erected on a 
pad of concrete , said to be one of the earliest floating 
foundations in New Zealand. 8 The walls are of reinforced 
concrete faced with Port Chalmers Bluestone , a significant 
development from the rubblestone walls of StMary ' s Star 
of the Sea and St Joseph ' s. Inside , the ornate stone 
carv ing which is a feature of St Joseph ' s is largely 
replaced by moulded plasterwork and the ceiling , contrary 
to its appearance , is largely composed of prefabricated , 
mass-produced zinc panels , imported from Wunderlich. and Co. , 
Sydney. This use of mass-produced items and modern 
mechanised construction techniques such as were used in 
Petre ' s faced concrete process are features of Petre ' s 
architecture and are indicative of his ability to a dapt 
traditional building styles to the needs and resources of 
his patrons and the materials available in colonial New 
Zealand. His mastery of modern construction was such that 
the ·cathedral of the Blessed Sacrament, the culmination of 
this particular development, could be opened with its 
sculptural decoration fully completed within four years of 
the project's initiation. 
8. Letter to F.W. Furkert Esq., from W.R.J. Petre and 
B.F. Petre, dated 4.2.1949. In the possession of 
Mr A.J. Petre, Christchurch 
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The sou rces influencing t h e design of St Patrick ' s 
remained with Petre throughou t his series of basilicas. 
Whi l e not directly based o n any one entry i n t h e Brompton 
Oratory competition St Patrick ' s presents a scaled-down 
v ersion of a n umber of e ntries , particularly t hose of 
Albert Vicar and Joh n O' Neill , both of which h ave domes 
position ed abov e t he crossing o f t h e n a v e and s mall pedi-
me n ted tran septs . Petre ' s d esign con sisted of a tall-gabled 
nav e flanked by s ide aisles lit by large arched windows set 
b e n eath rel i e v i ng arches . A c onv ex po rtico of Doric 
c olumn s o n high pedesta l s p rotrud e d from t h e e ntran ce 
(actually t h e eastern e nd ) t o shelter t wo large pan e ll e d 
doors. Abo v e t he e n tablature a n d balustr a d e of t h e po rti c o 
t h e gab l e was terminated b y a pedimented pav i l ion conta ini ng 
t wo arch ed windows . Fa l se tran sep ts , marked b y gables , 
f o r med a cross i ng s urmounted b y a steeply pitched dome o n a 
sev erely elongated drum . 
Al t houg h the domed basi l ican concept may be directly 
attr i b u table to t he Brompton Oratory Competition , most of 
the orn amen tal detai l s u sed by Petre commonly occu r in 
English classical architecture from the time of Inigo Jones. 
In particular the influence of England's major classical 
60. 
113 1 church , Christopher Wren's St Pauls, (1675-1711) can 
be detected , especially in the entrance facade of St 
Patrick ' s which echoes the south transept of St Paul ' s 
with its convex , columned portico flanked by pilasters 
and arched windows set beneath a pedimented second 
storey. The dome , with its elongated and columned drum 
also follows the precedent established by St Paul ' s and 
copied by ma ny Neoclassical architects in Europe and 
America. 
Designed to b e bui lt i n stages , the n a v e , 
aisles , choir , san c t u a ry , vestries and transepts of t h e 
chur ch were first con sec rated o n 6th Oc t ober 1894 , the 
remainder to b e added once finances permitted. As with 
many of Petre ' s designs t hi s never even t uated; the dome 
was ne ver built a nd it hardly needs to be said that the 
recently added portico is not to the original design . 
114 1 Without Petre ' s portico and narthex the c h urch presents 
a most severe exterior which is further emphasised by 
its present coating of grey-painted stucco which masks 
the original exterior of Port Chalmers bluestone and 
Oamaru stone. Nevertheless , in spite of Petre ' s use of 
Oamaru stone for the columns, relieving arches and 
other ornamental details the exterior was described as 
"studiously plain" at its consecration. 9 Obviously 
the copper dome resting on thirty-two cast-iron 
9. The Otago Daily Times 30.10.1894, p. 4 
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Corinthian columns provided for in the plan would have 
elevated the building ' s external appearance. It was 
never added 1 so t hat Petre ' s characteristically brutal 
piers merely s upport a s mall octagonal cap s u r moun ted 
by a cross. Petre ' s e n trance facade , now obscu red by 
a modern addition , was n e ver seen as a permanent 
solution. At ground level i t featu red a triple arcade 
which would h ave marked t he e nd of the nave a nd t h e 
e n trance to the narthex . On t h e upper level t h e nave 
is a b r u p t l y terminated in a blank s u rface reliev ed o nly 
by a broad , flat arc h wi t h simple volu tes , derived from 
t hose u sed b y Rena i ssanc e architects s u c h as Alberti ' s 
facad e f or linking t h e n a v e a nd ais l es . The s imp l e 
exterior with i ts s harp edges a nd c ontrast i ng geometric 
masses , particularly around t h e sanctuary area , has a 
Romanesque q uality which, in spi te o f Petre ' s famil i -
arity with s uch work , is probably uninten tion a1. 1 0 Th e 
reduction of external ornament has also resul ted in 
St Patric k ' s exterio r having a clo se aff i ni t y with 
other early ·works , such as the Dominican Priory , which 
have similar clean lines and sharp angles. 
/15/ The interior remains substantially as designed by 
Petre, with the exception of the choir loft which 
should have been positioned above the proposed narthex 
10 . The correspondence between Petre and Bishop Grimes 
in the Christchurch Diocesan Archives contains 
numerous references to the works of this period. 
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but which is now sited in a wooden balcony extending over 
the las t bay of the nave. The plan follows a very simple 
lon9tudinal basilican design with a wide n ave flanked by 
aisles proceeding to the raised sanctuary at the end of 
the nave and the s ubsidiary altars , dedicated to the Virgin 
and St Patrick , whic h terminate t he a i sles. Th e nave is 
separated from the aisles by a Corinthian arcade which is 
echoed i n t h e flat arcading which frames t he arch ed wi ndows 
along t h e outer walls. Th e cen tral arcades s upport a 
bodly execu t e d e n tab lature from which rises t h e clerestorey . 
The importance of t h e sanctuary is emp hasised b y t he 
longitudinal lines of t h e n a val arcades which lead t he eye 
immediately t o the arch ivolted triumphal arch separating 
t h e nav e from t he sanctuary . As was c ustomary t h e 
sculptural ornamentation in t h e sanc t uary i s more extensive 
than that of the nave. The whole is dominated by a large 
painting of Mary , Queen of Heaven , adored by Stq Patrick 
and Teresa whic h is contain ed within a central s c ulpted 
arch. The walls surrounding this painting are divided into 
two stages ; the lower of which contains fluted Corinthian 
pilastffs supporting a bold Corinthian entablature with 
frieze and cornice. The upper stage is divided into 
decorative panels by fine plaster borders and light 
pilasters in a manner which is reminiscent of eighteenth 
century English domestic work as popularised by architects 
such as James Paine, William Chambers and Robert Adam. 
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The richness of the interior and its Renaissance 
associations are a u gmented by the ceilings which were 
described as "hig h ly elaborate and artistic " i n a contem-
11 porary ne wspaper report . By varying t h e metal pan els 
u sed Petre was able to create a richer effect i n i mportant 
areas s uch as the sanctuary . Zinc panels were commonly 
u sed i n commercial a nd domestic buildings because they 
were considerab ly c h eaper t h a n t h e plasterwork t hey 
i mitat ed . Petre ' s u se of t h e m i n ecc lesiastical 
a rchitecture is apparently qu i t e n ew. 
Of all Petre ' s c hurches wh i c h h a v e b een descr i bed 
as Re na i ssance i n style only the i n terior s o f St Patr ick ' s , 
Sout h Dunedin and Sacr ed Heart , We llington, could rea l l y 
qualify insofar as t h e d ominating tra i t o f t heir i n teriors , 
t h e arc ades , was c haracterist i c of Renaissan c e arch i tectu re . 
In t h is design it i s apparen t t hat t h e arc h i tect is 
grappling wi th a number of problems . Ha ving reso lved u pon 
the b as il ica as a possible solut i o n to t h e l itur g i cal a nd 
financial needs of a Catholic congregation Petre h ad n o 
clear idea o f the best stylistic solution. His original 
~teri~, with its b i uestone and Oamaru stone polychromy so 
characteristic of Dunedin in the 1870's, gave no indication 
of the classically white interior within. The proposed 
dome would have sat awkwardly on top of such a plain 
building while the convex portico was at best an awkward 
11. The Otago Daily Times, 30.10.1894, p. 5 
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addition which bore little relation to the rest of the 
exterior a nd offered no preparation for the interior 
d i sposition. The interior itself is certainly much more 
s uccessful a nd Petre ' s ability to arrange a classical 
pro gramme comes as a pleasant surprise. Nevertheless , it 
is flawed by a lack of fenestration i n the sanctu ary end 
which , with its north-western aspect , ha s left the 
interior v ery d ark . Becau se t h e sanctuary is enclosed by 
t h e nun ' s chapel a nd sacristies it was o n ly p o ssible to 
include a small segme n ted window on eith er side of t h e 
altar . Petre had sough t t o overcome t hi s by providing a 
ataine d glass fan l igh t in the base o f t h e dome which 
would h a v e flood ed t h e sanc t uary wi t h ligh t . Petre 
appreciated t h e s ymbolic value of light and u s ual ly sought 
to us e natural ligh t to highl igh t the altar , t h e rose 
window in the eastern e nd of St Joseph ' s Cathedral being 
a fi n e example of this. The effect was mor e diff icul t to 
ach ieve i n a basilica a nd it became a major problem in 
Petre ' s designs finally culminating in the succe ssful , if 
u northodox s olution of the Cathedral of the Blessed 
Sacrament. In spite of these deficiencies he created a 
practical design for Catholic needs, with the wide aisles 
facilitating access for communion and the elevated 
sanctuary providing the whole congregation with an 
unimpeded view of the Mass. It is significant that he 
adhered to this arrangement in future designs to the 
extent that similar proportions are used in most 
12 
subsequent churches. 
Petre ' s second basi lica , St Patr ick ' s , 
Oamaru was c ommiss ioned i n 1 890 while t h e Sou t h 
Dunedin c hurch was still under construction. 
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Al t hough i ts bas i c pla n remain s very s imi l ar to t hat 
o f Sout h Dune din Petre h as been more s uccessful 1n 
ma ny a r eas s u c h as re l at ing t h e exter i o r to t h e 
inter i or , c oord inat i ng t h e d ome wi t h t h e whol e struc-
t u r e a n d prov i ding a mor e homoge n eou s e n trance po rtico. 
These i mprove me n ts ma ke i t obv iou s t hat Petre himse l f 
wa s d issatisf i ed wi t h t h e earl ier des ign . It i s a l s o 
apparen t t hat t h e Oama r u churc~with its d omed t owers 
a nd cen t r a l dome ,was conceiv e d o f as a more impo rtan t 
c hurch i n t h e Otago Diocese , o ne which serv ed a l a r ge 
par i s h a nd , b e i ng s o fa r remove d f rom t h e cathedr a l , 
s tood t o uphold t h e g lor y o f t h e Catholic Faith ov e r 
a wide a r ea . 
In o rder to accommodate t hese n eeds Pe t re 
de s i gn ed a n imposing building which , f r om i t s elevated 
site in Re ed Street comma nd s a vista up Uln Street 
from Oamaru's main t horoughfare . It 1 s a surpri s i ng l y 
12. Petre's usual pattern was to divide the church 
length into four, one part comprising the 
sanctuary and tnree parts the nave. The width of 
the nave usually e~uals half the length of the 
church. 
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substantial church for the sleepy provincial town of 
15 , 000 which is Oamaru today. However , Oamaru in the 
1870 ' s and 1880 ' s was an extremely wealthy town , a major 
exporter of wheat , limestone a nd , after 1882 , o f frozen 
meat. In 1878 its population of 4 , 92 7 made it the ninth 
l argest centre in New Zealand; Catholicscomprised 14 % of 
t hat population. They were c hief l y of Irish origin bu t 
included a party of fifty fi v e Italians whose immigration 
was ass i sted i n 1876 to work on t h e railway s and borough 
water race. Th e Cathol ics s hared i n t he wealth of Oamaru , 
many h av i ng saved e nough by t h e 18 9 0 ' s to participate i n 
the land s haring wh ich occurred after t h e e lection of the 
Liberal Party. Their i ncreas ing wealth a n d numbers i s 
ind icated by t h e steady i mprov eme n t i n Catholic churches. 
In 1856 Father Seon , from t h e Canterbury Mission , 
recorded only sixty eigh t Catholics scattered between 
Waihola and the Waitaki River . On Ma y 5 , 186 4 t he first 
Mass 1n Oamaru was said in a private house by Fr Moreau 
from Dunedin and a church fund was opened. A r udimentary 
structure was quickly erected to be replaced by a mor e 
dignified, Oamaru s~ooe1 Qe~bio church des~s~d by R~A. 
Lawson. Designed to be built in stages, the nave was 
opened in 1868 . It was never completed however, as the 
growth of the congregation was such that it was soon 
realised to be of inadequate size. In 1882 a combined 
church-school was begun· to the design of James Johnston. 
This large,but simple building,was opened on Easter 
Sunday 1884 with 250 people receiving Mass. Never having 
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contemplated it as a permanent parish church, the Building 
Committee immediately began raising funds for a more 
imposing edifice to be designed by F.W. Petre . In 1892 
Mr J.D . Woods ' tender of £3 , 460 for the nave section was 
accepted and on Trinity Sunday 1893 the foundation stone 
was laid before a crowd of 4 , 000. Although this church 
was also built in stages - the nave was opened on November 
18 , 1894 ; the metal ceilings were f itted i n 1898 ; the 
portico a nd f lanking towers were added in 1903 a nd , 
f inally , i n 1918 t h e sanctu ary a nd main dome were 
13 
completed - it was one o f Petr e ' s few c hurches to h a v e 
b l d d . d 14 een comp ete as es lgne . 
St Patrick ' s , Oamaru, h as been regarded as the pro -
totype for Christchurch Ca t h edr a l . This is true i n s o far 
as many of the prob lems e ncount ered in South Duned in hav e 
b een o vercome a nd , con sequently , there are ma ny simi l ar-
ities between t h e Oamar u and Christchurch basilicas . This 
is particular ly so i n t h e con struction methods a nd mater-
ials. The bluestone wh ich a ppeared so inco ngrou s in South 
Dunedin has been replaced by ash lar blocks of local 
13. Apart from the sanctuary and main dome, which were 
supervised by an Oamaru builder , Mr McPhee, Petre 
directly supervised each stage. 
14. The only alterations have been the addition of a 
very sympathetic glass enclosure within Petre's 
columned narthex and the provision of modern 
furnishings to accommodate the liturgical changes 
subsequent to Vatican II. 
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limestone over reinforced concrete , the combination which 
was t o be u sed so s uccessfully in Christchurch . The 
pendentives and inner shells of the domes are also in 
rein forced concrete with an outer cov erin g of Oarnaru sto ne 
while t h e roofs of the n a v e and aisles are of Marseilles 
tiles . The outer v e neer of white stone must h a v e been 
extremely impressive and amply f ul filled a n ewspaper ' s 
prophecy t h at 
" t h e building , t h e fo undation ston e o f 
wh ich was l aid last Ma y , is n ow g1v1ng 
e v ide n ce o f t h e n o b l e struc t ure it will 
b e whe n c ompleted . ... t hi s wi l l be a n 
ed i f ice of no ordin a ry kind , and o n e 
h a ving few equals in Ne w Zealand ". 1 5 
Su ch grandeur was deliberate b e c a u se of Oarnaru ' s importan t 
posi tion i n t h e Otago Diocese; a n d Petre ' s i nclu s ion of 
t hree domes i n t h e design, a comb ination u sed in only 
three o f hi s c h u r ches , distin g ui s h es t hi s church from 
ordinary parish churches . 1 6 
In spite of the enthusiasm with which t h e building 
was greeted, St Patrick's is still tentative in design 
when compared to the Cathedral of the Blessed Sacrament, 
15. Macdonald K.C., Whitestone Country. op. cit. p 234, 
referring to an article in the North Otago Daily Times 
16. Oamaru's importance had been recognised by the 
elevation of Fr Coleman, the parish priest, to 
Archdeacon in 1882. In 1891 he received the title 
Monseigneur. 
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especially in their external elevations. While certain 
deficiencies inherent in the South Dunedin design have 
been overcome,the exterior of Oarnaru reveals a con tinued 
inability t o relate the basilican nave to a sympathetic 
entrance and , while t h e articulation of t h e dome is very 
similar to t hat of Christchurch Cathe d ra l , it is no nethe-
less awkward . Basically St Patrick ' s , Oamaru , consists of 
a rectangular basi l i c a ; with a steeply pitched dome 
perch ed on a sev erely e longated drum abo ve the crossing 
of t h e n a v e a nd s mall p edime n ted transepts ; to which h as 
b een attach ed a n impressiv e e n t r a nce portico . The articu -
lation o f t h e side walls is v e ry d i ffere nt from t h at u sed 
i n Sou t h Dunedin ; it demonstrates Petre ' s con tinued search 
f o r a n acceptable style wi th wh ich to dress h is basilica 
a nd the fact t h at t h is part i c ular solu tion is not repeated 
probably ind icates h is dissatisfaction with a resu lt which 
still appears uneasy today . In t his case t h e wa ll s of t h e 
clerestorey and flanking aisles a r e treated similarly with 
heavy pilastersaeparating t h e square win dows , t h e r oo f 
lines being marked by decisive e n tablatu r es a nd cornices . 
The order used on these wa lls appea~to be of Petre ' s 
invention. While its closest aff inity is with the Tuscan 
order , the heavy uncarved capitals and the brutal 
simplicity of the columns themselves may owe some debt to 
the nineteenth-century interest in Egyptology. The 
windows themselves are most unusual, consisting of five 
rows of five octagonal panes separated by small diamonds, 
and are unprecedented in New Zealand. They appear to be 
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derived from early Christian churches such as St Sabina 
(c 423-430 A.D. ) and St Maria Maggiore (c. 432-440 ) Rome , 
with which Petre was farniliar. 17 Their use in 
association with a simple order may represent an attempt 
to achieve associations with the early Roman church and 
the origins of the basilican form. 
Such associationism is weakened by the entrance 
portico and the central dome which introduce other histor-
ical references. The entrance facade provides the church ' s 
most impressiv e elevation. The nave is terminated by a 
plain wall pierced by three panelled doors at ground 
level and three clerestorey windows a bove. Attached to 
t his is a severely accurate Corinthian columned portico. 
The fluted columns are of monumental proportions as they 
r1se from high pedestals to support a pediment surmounted 
by a cross. While the prominence of the attic at the rear 
of the pediment threatens to reduce the impact of the 
portico, the monumentality of the whole has been increased 
by the two domed towers. That Petre had problems in 
providing his basilica with a satisfactory entrance is 
evidenced by the fact that his plan for the church shows 
the two towers as distinct components which are not fully 
integrated into the design. Petre was not alone in this, 
17. This familiarity is demonstrated by his 1900 corres-
pondence with Bishop Grimes in the Archives of the 
Catholic Diocese Building File, Box 1. 
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since, as James Ackerman has pointed out, "Facade 
design had bemused Italian architects since the 
Middle Ages ", the prob lem being the need to combine 
an exterior facade which had to be aesthetically and 
symbolically pleasing with the functional requi remen ts 
Of a terml.nal wall . 18 I S th D d ' P t ' n ou une ln , e re s 
original plan made no attempt to disguise the end of 
the nav e or to relate the n av e to t he aisle walls and 
t he c onvex portico , while it ma y ha v e given the 
e ither t h e exterior or i n terior. In h is temporary 
entrance f ron t at Sou t h Dun edin t h e arch itect u sed 
volu tes , a Renaissance tech nique , to link t h e n a v e to 
t he sid e aisles . I n Oamaru h e s o ug h t to i n tegrate 
centre a n d sides with the c o lumnar temple portico o f 
a n tiqu ity ; t h e solu tion which Palladio had perfected 
i n t h e sixteenth cen tury and which was c o pied in many 
western c ountries for centuries after. Palladio' s 
solution relied on integrating centre and s ides by 
s u staining·the horizontal accents across the facade 
behind the columns and by combining a central columned 
portico with a shorter pediment in two halves over the 
1171 aisles, for example San Giorgio Maggiore, Venice (1565). 
It is most unlikely that Petre modelled his temple 
front on any example of Palladia's, instead he would 
18. Ackerman J.S.: Palladio, Penguin Books, 
Harnrn~orth, 1978, pp 139-140 
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have derived his portico from examples provided by English 
Palladians, possibly even the secular use of the motif on 
Thorndon Hall. It is also likely that he was stimulated 
by local examples such as the temple front to David Ross ' s 
Bank of Otago in Oamaru (1870 ) or that of Forrester ' s and 
Lemon's Columba Church in Wansbeck Street, Oamaru , which 
opened in 1883. Apart from providing an impressive 
facade, Petre's temple front fails in most respects. While 
the wall at the rear of the portico gives a clear indi-
cation of the position of the aisles and cleres t orey 
within , the flanking towers which stand apart from the nav e 
bear no relation to the interior composition and the 
columns themselves are not in keeping with the proportions 
of the interior. 
The towers have been derived from French classical 
architecture rather than antiquity , a source which is 
reflected in the neoclassical proportions of all three 
domes. The combination of a portico and flank i ng towers 
was a very traditional one and Petre's example is no more 
<ll'sG...oncerting than. Bernini '·s ' tQw~rs em c,tge ~o!'(@Jl eon 
Ol:l t.ha ..roore>_contemporary exampJ:e of Be.niamin 
Roman-~Cathol,ic Ca.t.he.dra1 i"n ·_Bal t.:lrnor_e (),80_4-;1818) . 
The central dome rises from within an octagon of 
reinforced concrete which is clearly visible above the 
roof. The two small domes are supported by Corinthian 
columns while the major dome rests on a fenestrated drum 
decora ted with Corinthian plasters. Oamaru was originally 
j l8 l 
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designed with a dome similar to that of South Dunedin 
but this was refined by the final plans. The result-
ing steeply pitched dome on its fenestrated drum is 
closely related to the larger dome of the Cathedral 
of the Blessed Sacrament and can be similarly 
associated with Notre Dame de Boulogne , a major 
influence in the cathedral design , which will be 
discussed below . 19 
While the exterior of St Patrick ' s , Oamaru , 
looks f orward t o t h e Cathe dral in Christchurch t h e 
interior has muc h more i n common with h is South 
Dunedin design with which it s h ared a common litur-
gical function . Both churches t herefor e s hare the 
same floor plan and proportions . Ne vertheless t h e 
interior at Oamaru is much more successful . Th is 
is partly because t h e Oa maru church , unlike its 
counterpart in Dunedin , was completed. The choir was 
accommodated in a loft beneath a barrel .. -vaulted 
attic above the narthex , while the sanctuary dome has 
been built to flood the altar area with light. To a 
large extent however Petre's success has been deter-
mined by the replacement of the heavy Renaissance 
arcades of South Dunedin with Corinthian colonnades 
which sweep across the rear and up the sides towards 
the altar. Not only is this colonnade aesthetically 
pleasing but the delicacy of the columns gives the 
19. See Chapter Four, pp 107-109 
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Furthermore, 
columns were characteristic of early basilicas so that 
their use in Oamaru gives that church a closer relation-
ship to Early Christian basilicas. The columns support a 
heavy entablature from which rises the clerestorey which 
is ornamented with a more refined version of the rather 
odd Tuscan order first seen on the exterior of this church . 
The ceiling is covered with metal panels enclosed in 
plaster cornices which t:-esemble an antique coffered 
ceiling , an identical arrangement to that used in South 
Dunedin . 
The dominating featu r e of t h e interior is , as was 
liturgically appropriate , the sanctuary. To ach ieve such 
emphasis Petre has here relied on the symbolic and 
aesthetic values of light and its interaction with 
sculptured Oamarustone rather than the heavy plasterwork 
of South Dunedin. Entrance to the raised sanctuary area 
is provided by a simple arch which springs from the 
entablature of the colonnade. This is echoed by a similar 
arch at the rear of the sanctuary and together they 
comprise the pendentives of the dome. Apart from simple 
wreaths on the pendentives and the moulding of the arches 
the sanctuary is devoid of sculptural ornamentation, 
depending on the entrance of light through the drum of 
the dome for its effect. 
The position of the dome is interesting. Tradition-
ally domes were sited at the crossing of transepts and 
75. 
nave, immediately before the choir and sanctuary, for 
example the dome of Sir Christopher Wren ' s St Paul's. 
In their exterior elevations both South Dunedin and 
Oamaru appear to adhere to the traditional format however 
the inclusion of sacristies at the rear of the churches 
reduces the internal length of the sanctuary so that the 
~~mes of both churches cover much of the sanctuary with 
ou~y 6~e a~d a hal met~es ~tending evond hhe 4orne. · his 
sanctuary. While his positioning of the dome could be 
seen as a n expedient to cope with short naves and a lack 
of real transepts, Petre ' s intentions were f a r more 
specific. 
First there was his strong belief that ligh t should 
draw the worshipper ' s eye to the altar and thence draw the 
spirit upwards, a belief which echoes Newman ' s concept of 
"the graceful dome, circling above one ' s 
head like the blue heaven". 20 
Secondly , there were strong precedents for sanctuary domes. 
In Notre Dame de Boulogne, the church adjoining Petre's 
school in France, the dome also appears to light the 
sanctuary as it does in J.L. Hittorf's St Vincent de Paul 
in Paris. In Il Redentore Palladia's dome was also 
positioned above the sanctuary with only a small apse at 
the rear to ho ld the high altar. In fact Petre's 
20. Newman J. Loss and Gain jandj Callista, Garland, New 
York, 1975, pp 23-24 
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articulation of dome, crossing and transepts appears to 
be the most Italian-influenced aspect of his basilican 
designs largely conforming to the sixteenth century prece-
dent established by Palladio, Alessi and Vignola in which 
"The transept no longer projects beyond 
the nave; both it and the crossing merge 
into a single upward and outward 
expanding space that is called in Italy a 
'tribune'."~l 
That Petre ' s siting of the dome was carefully considered 
and quite deliberate is s upported by his placement of the 
main dome of the Cathedral of the Blessed Sacrament above 
the sanctuary rather than over the crossing. 
In St Patrick ' s , Oamaru , we therefore find the 
arch itect continuin g to struggle with the problem of 
evolving an aesthetically pleasing dress for the basilican 
plan which had proved so suitable for the congregational 
purposes of a parish church. Stylistically his movement 
has been towards a greater restraint both in material and 
sculptural ornament. His use of classical ornament is 
particularly interesting: while at this stage he appears 
to lean towards antique classicism, the use of French 
classical sources and a lack of respect for traditional 
conventions, which is revealed in his superimposition of 
the Tuscan order above the interior Corinthian colonnade 
21. Ackerman: Op. cit. p 129 
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betrays a whimsical inventiveness which has not hitherto 
been associated with this architect. Although the church 
can be criticised for its dissonant, somewhat amateurish 
exterior Petre's success in creating a grand church which 
served its dual purposes of a congregational churcb ~nd a 
beacon for the faith must be acknowledged. 
To a great extent the commission for his next 
basilica was better defined and easier to execu te. In 
1898 Petre wa s requested to design a church for the 
Thorndon Parish in Wellington. This church , the Basilica 
of t he Sacred Heart , was intended as a replacement f o r 
C . J. Toxward ' s wooden Gothic StMary ' s Cathedral (1850-
1867 ) which had been destroy ed by fire o n 28 November 
1898. Petre ' s commission was not a cathedral however~ 
the southwards expansion of Wellington had convinced t he 
clergy that the cathedral should be more centrally sited, 
therefore the new church was intended as a parish church 
to serve the large Thorndon area. In fact, although at 
least two cathedral designs have been commissioned, since 
neither was built Wellington, the Archbishopric, remains 
without a cathedra1. 22 Petre's basilica has consequently 
served as the bishop's seat for all but nine years of its 
history, in spite of its inadequacy for the purpose. 
22. The two known designs are Petre's of 1901 which will 
be discussed in the next chapter and J.S. Swann's of 
1912 which was heavily dependant on Petre's design. 
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Since the Basilica of the Sacred Heart which 
opened in 1901 was designed as a parish church it is 
§imilar to its two pradeQeasors in spatial organisation 
and proportions; cQmprising aimple ~ectangle ~hirty 
point five by fLteen point two five matres of whicn the 
choir an~ §anct~ m~asu~~ saV-en point five metres square.· 
The church is buil t of a reinforced concrete core 
faced on the outside with red brick and Oamaru stone 
and on the inside with Oamaru stone. The roof is 
once a gain of Marseilles tiles. This then is Petre ' s 
first use of b rick polychromy to which he was to 
return i n a number o f major parish churches a nd which 
was to be a major featu r e of h is design for 
Wellington Cathedral. 
The us e of brick was probably dictated by 
Wellington ' s lack of good building stone and the high 
cost of transportation which rendered the importing 
of Oamaru stone beyond the means of the Catholic 
congregation. However, the fact that this is his 
third basilica each of which has been built in a 
different material may indicate a preference for local 
materials or a continued exploration of the relation-
ship between his design, style and materials. Petre 
was no stranger to brick having used it to face con-
crete buildings such as the Bond Street Warehouses, 
Dunedin and Mt Magdala Asylum, Christchurch. This 
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was his first brick church and it is likely that the 
recent precedent of J.F. Bentley's Westminster Cathedral, 
encouraged this experiment. Constructional polychromy was 
used in New Zealand earlier in the nineteenth century , a 
notable example being William Mason's All Saints, Dunedin, 
of 1865. While Mason's church is an example of true 
Victorian constructional polychromy Petre's method of 
using red brick for the basic structure and reserving the 
contrasting whitestone for major decorative features , as 
he had done with bluestone and Oamarustone in South 
Dunedin , can not truely be described as constructi onal 
polychromy. 
An important factor in the des i gning of Sacred 
Heart was its relationship with the future cathedral. 
Petre ' s design for Wellington Cathedral was published i n 
May 1901 and it must therefore have been in his mind while 
he worked on the subordinate church. The two churches 
were intended to be complementary in appearance, an effect 
which was assisted by the use of similar materials as had 
been done in Dunedin with St Joseph's and St Patrick's. 
It was also desirable that the two churches be hierarch-
' Qally di~tinct; the eing marked 
by its domes and greater size while Sacred Heart had only 
its two small frontal towers. 
Sacred Heart's similarity to St Patrick's, South 
Dunedin, is not simply one of purpose. Petre has returned 
to his original basilica for much of his design especially 
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the articulation of the nave and clerestorey which, with 
arch ed windows framed in an arcade of Oamaru stone , repeats 
the pattern originally u sed in Sou th Dunedin . The tran-
septs and dome of Sou th Dunedin h ave been omitted, 
indicating Petre ' s recognition of their inappropriateness 
f or the p u rposes and finances of a working class parish. 
The proposed conv ex portico of Sou t h Dunedin has been 
replaced by a more orthodox classical temple facade with 
rath er more s uccess than its prototype in Oamaru . 
In t h e a b sen c e of a sanc t uary d ome t h e dominant 
exterio r featu re i s the b u ildin g ' s temp1efron t which 
domi nated Well i ngton f rom its hill slope . Alth ough. c l o sely 
related t o S t Patrick ' s , Oamaru , with i ts projecting 
pedime nted po r tico a nd flanking towers , t h e proportion s of 
Sacred Heart a chie v e far greater cohesion . The pedimen t 
has been e n larged so t h a t it all but obscu r es the rear 
attic a nd t h e portico , wh ile it remain s s i x c o lumns wide , 
is narrower being attach ed to t h e na v e by pilasters 
rather t h a n free-sta ndin g column s. The maj o r i mprovement 
is i n t h e art i culation of the towers which are an integral 
part of the facade , linked to the portico and aisle roofs 
by the continuation of the brick cladding and horizontal 
cornice across the tower. In additionJthe position of the 
towers correlates with the internal side aisles which 
create. a greater relationship between the interior and 
facade of Sacred Heart ·than in either of the two previous 
basilicas. Nevertheless, although the lower zones of the 
towers achieve a high degree of structural integrity with 
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the body of the church,it must be acknowledged that the 
towers' upper zones did detract from the fine proportions 
of the temple motif so that their removal in 1942 actually 
enhanced the . . 1 d . 23 orlglna eslgn. The upper zones of the 
towers are considerably more sophisticated than those in 
Oamaru. The columned drums have been replaced by pedi-
mented towers containing arched openings flanked by Ionic 
pilasters. This development was further refined in the 
Cathedral of the Blessed Sacrament. A certain precedent 
can be seen in the pedime n ted and pilastered clock tower 
added to t h e Oa maru Post Office in 1894 but the close 
s imilarity of t hese towers wi t h tho se of Trinita del Monte , 
Rome , provides f urther circumstantial evidence o f Petre ' s 
familiarity with Rome , alth ough the towers o f Trinita del 
Monte are not associated with a columned portico. Sacred 
Heart is Petre ' s last attempt at combining a projecting 
temple portico with flanking bell towers . Although in 
this instance he achieved a greater degree of harmony the 
recessed portico in the Cathedral of the Blessed Sacrament 
indicates his own dissatisfaction with this arrangement. 
23. The removal of the towers took place after they 
were damaged in an earthquake early in 1942. 
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1201 The interior of Sacred Heart is also closely 
related to that of St Patrick's, South Dunedin, with 
its two arcades which separate the side aisles from 
the nave. In Sacred Heart, however , the interior is 
considerably lighter because of the arcade's finer 
proportions, the use of the Ionic rather than the 
Corinthian order , and the provision of larger , arched 
windows in the clerestorey. Furthermore , ornamental 
plasterwork h as been considerably reduced thus 
creating a more spaciou s effect t han did the heavy 
plasterwork of Sou t h Dunedin . The spaciou sness of 
the interior has been enhanced by t he fact t hat this 
church was completed so t hat the c hoir is con tained 
in a b alcony above the arcaded narth e x , rather than in 
the protrudin g , temporary structure of St Patrick ' s , 
Sou th Dunedin . 
In the absence of a sanctuary dome or rear 
window Pe tre contrived to emphasise the sanctuary by 
using the very familiar Palladian window motif in a 
most unusual manner. As in South Dunedin, the focus 
of the ornamentation of the sanctuary is an 
Italianate oil painting of the Risen Christ. While 
the painting in South Dunedin is surrounded by heavy 
plasterwork, that in Sacred Heart stands in a small 
tunnel vault which frames it and the high altar. The 
simplicity of this arch, unencumbered by any subsidiary 
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plasterwork apart fr om a cartouche on the apex of the 
arch , is enh anced by the de l icate ionic columns and 
e n tablature from wh ich it springs. A similar motif is 
u sed in t h e c h ance l arch , t h ereby relating t he front a nd 
rear walls of t h e sanctuary to create the spatial u nity 
Petre strove for in sanctu aries . In addition , t h e u se of 
t wo similar arch es of different sizes creates the allu sion 
t h at t he sanctu ary is much deeper . In Sacred Heart t h e 
sanctuary h as been f ur t her e n rich ed b y t h e u se of mosa i c 
t i les on t h e f loo r a nd l ower wal l s . Its role as t h e 
c lergy ' s d omain h as been emp h asised b y a b a l u strade whi c h 
sets it f i r ml y apar t fr om t h e c o ng r egation a l part of t he 
church . 
Th e digni t y of t h e san ctuary has been augmented b y 
the colours o f t h e i n ter ior i n wh ich t he scu l ptural details 
are painted wh ite a g ainst creamand burn t earth , s o t hat 
both arches a nd t heir s upporting c o l umns are clear ly h i g h -
l igh ted . Orig i n a l l y t h e i nterio r was o f u npainted Oamaru -
ston e however this was pain ted i n go ld a nd pastel tones 
early thi s centu ry . The present c o lou r scheme was 
introduceq b YJ Ernst Plischk e ~n the i ate ~950's and 
repeated under Sir Michael Fowler's direction in 198 0 with 
the metal ceiling being pa i nted chocolate brown. 
Sacred Heart marks Petre's last exercise in purely 
classical design. Even.while he was working o n it he was 
designing his masterpiece, t he cathedral i n Chris t church . 
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Although Sacred Heart represents Petre's classical 
architecture at its most refined it was also designed to 
relate to his cathedral design for Wellington, a bizarre 
amalgam of Romano-Byzantine influences. The two churches 
would have provided an interesting pair, related 1n mater -
ials , style and set within a functional hierarchy. As it 
is the Basilica of the Sacred Heart presents a sad picture; 
its congregation having dwindled as has been the fate of 
many inner- city c hurches and its dimensions and structure 
so woefully inadequate for the diocesan purposes f or which 
it must often be used . Petre cannot betlamed for this 
failur e . The nee ds of a cathedral can not be serve d by a 
parish church as will be fully discus s ed i n t h e next 
chapter. 
Although Petre continued to design Gothic churches 
throughout his career, his satisfaction with the basilica ' s 
suitability for large congregations was such that after 
1886 he used the basilica as a basis for all his major 
parish churches. While the plan for St Patrick ' s , 
South Dunedin, had proved satisfactory and was repeated 
Petre seemed disappointed with its appearance and experi-
mented with alternative styles in subsequent basilicas. 
This stylistic exploration partly reflected his own curio-
sity; however it was also indicative of his desire to show 
that his major churches were unequivocally Catholic. The 
fact that other denominations had also used basilicas - for 
example the previously mentioned Presbyterian basilica in 
Wansbeck Street, Oamaru - meant that the form alone was 
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insufficient identification. Therefore the external 
appearance of the church should indicate its allegiance. 
In the absence of a dome , South Dunedin ' s exterior , with 
its veneer of Port Chalmers and Oamaru stones, did not 
really prQciaim its Catholic .allegiance. f3ot:: the 
Oamaru and Wellington churches , however , were clearly 
identified as Catholic by their combination of domed 
towers and temple fronts. Having established these 
features as characteristically Catholic Petre was able to 
exploit their assoc i ative q ualities in his most important 
commission , t h e Cathedral o f the Blessed Sacrament . 
Petre ' s interest in t he extern a l associatio n a nd impact of 
his basilicas already contrasts with h is chief aim i n 
interior design which was to create an interior which 
accommodated the Catholic liturgy as purposefully and 
aesthetically as possible. After t h e i n itial failure of 
South Dunedin ' s poorly lit interior Petre achiev ed this 
aim and refinement and suitab ility remain characteristic 
of all his completed interiors. 
The three basilicas discussed in this chapter have 
shown Petre to be an original architect prepared to 
experiment with plans and styles with which New Zealand 
was unfamiliar. His originality is further emphasised by 
his disregard for conventions, such as those governing the 
disposition of the classical orders. He is revealed as a 
most unorthodox classicist whose desire for the grandeur 
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of the whole is achieved at the expense of the 
integration of the parts. This feature of his work is 
c h iefly related to exteriors , s uch as that of St Patrick ' s , 
Oamaru , where he seems most interested in ach ieving a 
picturesque and impressive silhouette rather than a 
harmonious classical design. Not only did this resu lt in 
a loose relationship between the variou s external elevations 
of a particu lar b u ilding b u t it also led Petre to largely 
disregard t h e u s ual practice of u sing t h e exterior to 
provide an i n troduction to the disposition of the i n terior . 
His interest i n domi nating , idios~nc~atic silho uettes 
grows t h rougho u t his career , each of his s ub sequ e n t 
basilicas be i ng dominated by unu s u al forms which range from 
Waimate ' s central , frontal tower to Gore ' s twin-towered; 
Roma nesque facade. It is particularly interesting to find 
that Petre ' s originality was not c u rbed by t he responsi-
bility i nheren t in his cathedral design s ,wh ich combine his 
characteristically refined a n d f unctional interiors with 
exterio rs in which a n overwhelming number of ele ments are 
put together to.achieve impressive, if awkward buildings. 
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CHAPTER IV 
THE BASILICA AS CATHEDRAL 
The greatest commission to which an architect can 
aspire has traditionally been the designing of a cathedral. 
While very few architects gain this ultimate commission 
Petre designed three: the Roman Catholic cathedrals for 
Dunedin , Wellington and Christchurch. Of these only one , 
that in Christchurch,was completed while that for Dunedin 
was partially built. Petre ' s Wellington Cathedral , as 
already mentioned , went no farther than the planning 
stages. The first of his cathedrals , St Joseph ' s , 
Dunedin , was a Gothic cruciform desig~ However Petre chose 
basilican plans for his later two cathedrals thus sugges-
ting that he found a basilica more suitable for cathedral 
purposes. 
A cathedral must fulfill a number of diverse 
functions. As its name implies it is the bishop's "seat", 
from which the bishop presides over Diocesan affairs. 
This means that it is an administrative centre as well as 
a congregational church. A cathedral's importance as the 
principal church in a diocese must be recognised in the 
grandeur of its design while its size must be larger than 
that of an ordinary parish 'church in order to accommodate 
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Furthermore the cathedral must provide for subsidiary 
chapels and votive altars in which the local veneration 
of particular saints or cults can be accommodated. 
Finally, a cathedral also acts as a church for the 
parish in which it is situated . Thus while a cathedral 
must be large and grand , and include subsidiary altars , 
chapels and rooms for the storage of archives etc. , it 
is also required to house its own parish as intimately 
as possible. In the nineteenth century in both Great 
Britain a nd New Zealand the difficulties imposed by 
these demands were increased by the newly emancipated 
Catholics ' desires to build cathedrals which could 
rival the cathedrals of the Establ~speQ Church in size 
as well as grandeur. 
St Joseph ' s, Dunedin , the first of Petre ' s 
cathedrals, was a grandiose project designed in the 
form of a cross with a large porch and flanking towers 
forming the foot, the nave and aisles the body, the 
sanctuary the head and the transepts the two arms. It 
was designed in what Petre described as 
"the Gothic which prevailed in France 
from the middle of the thirteenth to 
that of the fourteenth centuries, for 
the most perfect specimens of which 
the cathedrals of Amiens and Rheims 
1 
may be looked to". 
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The church was very large - seventy~four poin five metres 
long and hirty-eigh~ point tive metres' wide at the cross-
ing., Its exterior was to be dominated b~ two towers 
on either side of the entrance porch and the tall spire 
which was to rise above the intersection of the nave and 
St Joseph' s is of r ubblestone masonry construction 
using Port Chalmers b l uestone as the basic material , with 
Oamaru stone detailing . Its Go t h icism is expressed in its 
lateral flying buttresses , triple pointed arched e n trance 
porch and lancet and rose windows as well as in its 
abundance of sculptural o rnamentation , most of which was 
carried out by Louis Godfrey . A similar wealth of orna-
mentation was also found in the i n terior where the Gothic 
style is reflected in t h e pointed arcades , which separate 
the side aisles from the nav e , a nd the simulated groining 
of t h e roof vaults. 
It may have been apparent as early as 1886 that the 
church might never be completed, certainly Petre had 
realised it by the time of his death, having commented to 
his son that "the tragedy of his career was that only a 
2 third of his dream came true". According to Bernard 
1. F.W. Petre: "St Joseph's Cathedral, Dunedin", New 
Zealand Tablet, 10.9.1880, p. 15 
2. Letter from B.F. Petre to Gerta Petre, 20.5.1934. In 
the possession of Mr A.J. Petre, Christchurch 
Petre 
"the cathedral in Christchurch was always 
a s ubstitute in the eyes of the architect 
Jdesigned j to reconcile the cost factor with 
the idea of building a temple worthy of 
3 its purpose " . 
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However the suggestion that Petre ' s reasons for abandoning 
Goth ic in favo u r of a basilican design for his later 
cathedrals were simply economic overlooks the fact that 
t h e Gothic des i g n o f St Joseph ' s was un s ui table for 
cathedral pu rposes as Petre h ad probably realised . 4 While 
it must b e acknowledged t hat Petre ' s dissatisfaction with 
the speed a nd cost of rubb leston e oon struction was a 
factor i n h is basilican experimen ts he did u se concrete in 
the Gothic Church o f t he Sacred Heart i n North East Valley 
in 1891. Therefore , it is c onceivable that he wou ld have 
been prepared to use t h e material in a much larger Gothic 
church , as did F. de J. Clere in St Mary of the Angels , 
Wellington in 1918 , had he considered the style suitable . 
That he rejected both the Gothic style and cruciform plan 
of St Joseph ' s indicates h~belief , in common with British 
Catholic architects of the late nineteenth century, that 
the style was inappropriate to the liturgical needs of a 
Catholic cathedral. 
3. Unpublished, untitled article by B.F. Petre in the 
possession of Mr A. J ,. Petre. 
4. If Petre's rejection was based entirely on economic 
grounds it is most unlikely that he would have chosen 
a Gothic style for the major church of St Patrick's, 
~ Y 0 1 TTTl r\ 11 ~ h ; n 1 Q Q C:. 
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The design f o r St J oseph's Cathedral certainly 
provided the size and grandeur demanded in a cathedral. 
Its dimension s provided more than adequate seating for a 
congregation of two thou sand which wou ld be anticipated in 
a diocese of arou nd six thousand. Th e elaborate scu lpt-
ural programme set the c hurch apart from other Catholic 
churches in the diocese and provided t h e necessary display 
of power a nd wealth wh ich was desirable i n a cath edra l , 
wh ile t h e soar i ng spire would h a v e e nabled t h e c hurch to 
dominate Dune d in c ity in spite of its situat i o n o u tside 
t h e city cen tre . There were ma ny d ef i c i e ncies in t h e 
des i g n howe ver . Th e cruci f orm plan d i d no t s u i t t h e 
Catho l ic liturgy as has already been mentioned in c hapter 
two ; had t h e p roposed c hoi r a nd sanctuary been b u ilt the 
length o f t h e na v e wou ld h a v e set t h e sanctuary at a great 
distance f r om t h e na v e a nd made t h e sacrifice of the Mass 
seem undu l y remote . In addition , ligh t entering the 
c rossing f r om the wi ndows of t h e cen tral tower would h a v e 
interrupted t h e lin e of v ision and s o reduced the necessary 
emphasis on the.altar. Petre ' s intention was that the nave 
should serve the u s ual congregation whi l e seating in the 
transepts would a ccommodate the extra numbers in attendance 
on diocesan occasions; however, the transepts would have 
provided poor s e ating accommodatio n as they were also 
expected to house the n umerous v o tive altars anticipated in 
a c athedra l . Furthermore t he transepts interrupt e d ~he 
nave so tna~ movement along the ambulatory would oe 
severel~ 'mpeded. This problem i s exacerbated 
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by the act that th fifteen metre wide n v i 
extremely narrow so that the progress of a large crowd of 
communicants to the altar would be extremely slow. It is 
likely therefore that Petre's desire to build a basilican 
cathedral was to a large extent stimulated by the 
inadequacies of his Gothic design and the realisation that 
these deficiencies could only be overcome in a Gothic 
building by greatly increasing the width of the nave , a 
formidable task as he pointed out. 5 
Obviously other factors also affected his decision 
to design two basilican cathedra ls which was quite 
remarkable in a colony in which ecclesiastical architecture 
was completely dominated by the Gothic style. Although 
classical designs had become common in Ireland , Europe and 
North America , all three of New Zealand ' s prev ious 
nineteenth century Catholic cathedrals were in Gothic 
6 
styles . Nevertheless, the decision to build a basilica 
in Christchurch was arrived at quickly through private 
consultations between Petre and the Bishop of Christchurch , 
Joseph Grimes. In the earliest written evidence of such a 
consultation Petre demonstrates that he has already 
5. Letter from Petre to E. O'Connor, 9.3.1900. Archives of 
the Christchurch Diocese: Building File Box No. 1. 
6. Petre's own St Joseph's Cathedral 1886. Thomas Edward 
Mahoney's St Patrick's Cathedral, Auckland, 1882. 
C.J. Toxward's StMary's Cathedral, Wellington 1867. 
de·ci±ded that if 
"you want size, dignity and harmony at a 
minimum of cost .. you must give up all 
idea of Gothic , which for church building 
is always to be regretted, and take the 
7 Roman Basilica as your model". 
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The entire letter strongly argues for the building of a 
basilica which has led to the supposition that Grimes 
would have preferred the Gothic style. In fact there is 
no evidence to suggest that this is the case and Grimes ' 
own e xperiences and associations had probably prepared him 
for such a design . 
In 1898 Grimes Pradl made an ad !imina. VJ. ~it t<' t he 
Vatican and Europe at the end of which he had announced 
his decision to devote the remainder of his energies to 
the erection of a cathedral. 8 In fact he had made this 
decision prior to his journey and he spent much of his 
time in Brita in, Europe and North America raising money 
for this cathedral in the colonial missions so that he 
returned home with over £3,000 for the Cathedral Fund. 
While travelling Grimes visited many other bishops and 
took the opportunity to view their cathedrals; in Dublin, 
for example, he stayed with Archbishop Walsh whose 
cathedral was a domed basilica. Grimes was particularly 
7. Petre to Grimes 6.2.i899. Building File Box 1, Archives 
of the Christchurch Diocese. 
8. Bishop Grimes made his announcement at a general 
meeting of the Catholics of Christchurch held in March 
1899. The Weekly Press 15.2.1905, p. 66 
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interested in another basilica in Ireland, the Church of 
h 1 . . . k 9 t e Immacu ate Concept1on, L1mer1c . It had been built 
around the previous church which was demolished after the 
completion of the new building, an idea Grimes thought of 
. 10 
copy1ng. In London Grimes was shown over the growing 
Westminster Cathedral by his old friend Archbishop Vaughan. 
While in Rome he was much impressed by the recently 
restored San Paulo Fuori le Mure . Thus Grimes was well 
accustomed to basilican cathedrals ; he had preached in 
them a nd h e was aware of their historical associa tions in 
the Catholic Church. It is sign ificant that on the open-
1ng of Christchurch Cathedra l h e cla imed the basilica a s 
his idea , partly because a Goth ic building would be less 
stable in New Zealand earthquakes 1 but chiefly because his 
" ideal was the Church of St Paul , outside 
the walls of Rome , and the interior of our 
h d 1 h l "k "t " 11 cat e ra 1s very muc 1 e 1 . 
Having decided upon a basilica for Chris tchurch 
Petre's choice of a basilica for Wellington Cathedral was 
straightforward. Not only were the design and method of 
construction more suitable for earthquake prone Wellington 
9. Evidence of visit contained in a letter from William J. 
Walsh, Archbishop of Dublin to Bishop Grimes, dated 
6.10.1897, discussing Grimes' visit to Limerick and 
Dublin. Archives of the Christchurch Diocese, Building 
File, Box 1. The buildings are described in de Breffny 
and Mott, op. cit. pp 150-176 (passim) 
10. Letter to E. O'Connor from J.T.N. Meance dated 6.8.1898 
Archives of the Christchurch Diocese Building File Box 1 
11. Interview with Bishop Grimes, The Weekly Press, 5.2.1905 
p 66 
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but the fact that Wellington Cathedral was the Archbish-
opric made the metropolitan cathedral of Westminster an 
important precedent for Petre's design. Furthermore the 
vast area proposed for Wellington ~attledral (n1nefy-nine 
metres by, ffft~-sevenl oint hree metr,es)- could enly be 
ac~omrnodatea ,in .a bas~lican .design lwhere idfh 
dependent on neLgh ~12 
The wisdom of Petre and Grimes ' choice of a basil-
ican plan is demonstrated by the successful way in which 
the Basilica of the Blessed Sacrament has functioned as a 
cathedral. Its size and the grandeu r of its exterior , 
dominated by its large sanctuary dome , amply provide the 
atmosphere necessary in a cathedral while its French and 
Italian classical influences render it as different as 
possible from the English Gothic Cathedral which was being 
erected by the Anglicans. The interior solves the problem 
of providing enough seating for large diocesan ceremonies 
with the provision of upper galleries above both aisles to 
accommodate very large congregations. The nave, designed 
to seat the usual parish congregation is therefore much 
smaller and more intimate than that proposed for 
St Joseph's, Dunedin. Subsidiary chapels have been 
included along the side walls in a manner that does not 
intrude upon either the upper or lower ambulatories so 
that both the needs for votive altars and a processional 
12. The Canterbury Times 3.5.1900, p. 39 
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way have been satisfied. Finally,the front towers and the 
piers of the dome have been used to provide access and 
storage rooms in addition to the usual sacristies at the 
rear of the church. The sanctuary, with its dramatic 
lighting,is large enough to accommodate the many partici-
pants necessary in a major ceremony yet the design of the 
church provides the whole congregation with much closer 
contact than would have been possible in St Joseph ' s. 
Both Christchurch a n d Wellington Cathedrals were to 
be of similar construction , in what Petre described as the 
'' Roman method " ~ whereby a permanent formwork (Oa maru stone 
in Christchurch , brick in Welling ton ) was braced with 
external ironwork while a heart of concrete and hoop i ron 
13 
was poured. It is interesting to note that this is the 
only recorded reference by Petre to the origin of this 
method and it is significant that h is letter takes pride 
in associating it with the basilica , also of Roman origins. 
The contract for the Cathedral of the Blessed 
Sacrament was signed on January 25, 1901 with the firm of 
J. & W. Jamieson who began work immediately upon the 
laying of the foundation stone on February 10, 1901. J. & 
W. Jamieson were a well-known and experienced Christchurch 
construction company, among whose surviving works are the 
first block of St George's Hospital and the Government 
13. Letter from Petre to Grimes 19.10.1900. Archives of 
the Catholic Diocese, Building File, Box 1. 
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Buildings in Cathedral Square (1911-1912). By signing the 
contract Jamiesons accepted an absentee architect and a 
cantankerous employer (Grimes ) who 
"criticised and minimised the ability 
of all the key figures and made it seem 
that everyone was out of step but him". 14 
Throughout the building's four year construction period 
the company displayed remarkable patience and tact in their 
relationships with both Grimes and Petre. Not only did 
they cope with Grimes ' perpetual a nd uninformed supervision 
but they extended him so muc h credit that their own bank 
threatened to foreclose t heir overdraft . I n Petre the 
company had to cope with a most particular superv isin g 
architect who visited the site at irregular , u nanno unced 
intervals. Furthermore many of Petre ' s techniques , in 
particular his use of concrete hanging floors and concrete 
dome supports , were new to the company yet they closely 
followed his instructions and s upported him against the 
15 
criticisms of Arthur Dudley Dobson, the City Surveyor , 
14. McGovern T.: "Tenacious Builder and Skilful Architect 
of a Gracious Cathedral", The Press 2.5.1970, p. 15 
15. On November 22, 1901 Dobson had written to the builders 
that "This concrete must contain sufficient mortar to 
make solid, substantial work and give proper adhesion 
to the stone. Unless this is done I shall deem it a 
breach of the Building Bylaw; Clause 36, Bylaw No. l, 
1897." In fact, as Petre pointed out, had they 
included sand in the mortar it would have eroded the 
limestone. (Petre to Dobson 12.12 .1901 ) . Archives 
of the Catholic Diocese Building File, Box 2. 
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and against the Bishop's wrath at the discovery of sub-
sidence in 1904. 16 In both cases their faith in Petre 
was justified. 
The Cathedral was officially opened on Sunday, 
February 12, 1905, only fo u r years after the laying of the 
fllhe speed of qo s l:a ge ig~ 
attributable to Petre ' s u se of modern materials (concrete ) 
and prefabricated components such as the embossed zinc 
panels used on t he ceilings and doors. However , the con-
struction compan y ' s efficiency must also be acknowledged. 
Jamieson ' s 
" imported two ste am cra nes wi t h jibs each 
seventy five feet long and capable o f 
lifting four ton s with ease !which ! 
place huge stones of thirty hundredweight 
on the wall in the space of a few minutes 
... The steam cranes are the first of the 
kind u s ed i n the colony and cover the 
entire building"~? 
In addition to travelling to England to inspect latest 
building techniques and to purchase the necessary machinery 
the firm also developed their own machines, such as a 
moulding machine for the curved arches, to facilitate 
construction. To a large extent the use of mass-produced 
16. The problem of subsidence has been fully discussed 
in the unpublished thesis of B.F. Allomes, pp 87-89. 
17. The Weekly Press 16.2.1905 
components and modern construction techniques sets the 
Cathedral of the Blessed Sacramen~ apai£ fFom cen~ 
tamp~~aP~ ahurc~t aronrtecfure ~ irl ~fi~cfi ctaEtsrn~n-~i*~ 
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t:ecnniques-, using ~ the finest mat~riais· , 'wer'e 11preferred. 
P.etTe however tlesigned churches ·n tne same way 
as he had designed offices and warehouses, the fact that 
he did not consider this incompatible with 
"the building of a beautiful church 
/which / was regarded by our ancestors 
as a prayer to God" 
shows his attitude s were t hose of a twentieth - century 
h . h h . . 18 arc ltect rat er t an a Vlctorlan. 
The construction methods and materials us ed were the 
most suitable for New Zealand conditions . Concrete is now 
well recognised as Canterbury ' s most available building 
resource while the three stones used in facings - Oamaru, 
Mount Somers and Timaru bluestone and Takaka marble in 
the sanctuary - are all found locally; as were the totara 
and kauri used wherever timber was required. Only the 
Marseilles and copper roofing tiles and metal ceiling and 
door panels were imported, their source being the firm of 
. 
Wunderlich and Co., Sydney. A similar consideration for 
locally available materials was made in the design for 
Wellington in which bricks were to provide the cladding. 
In addition the materials and designs were regarded as the 
18. New Zealand Tablet, 10.9.1880, p. 15 
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most immune to fire and earthquakes, both regarded as 
posing the greatest threat to colonial buildings. 
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Therefore, by designing a basilica in permanent 
materials Petre had not only chosen the design which was 
liturgically the most suitable for a Catholic cathedral , 
but he had also specified the materials and construction 
methods which were the cheapest , fastest and most 
reflective of local materials. Such design sensitivity 
sets Petre apart from many of his contemporaries who con-
tinu ed to design buildings in the archaic Gothic mode 
which was so dependent on intensive labour. 
If Petre ' s approach to building techniques was 
forward looking his attitude towards t h e stylistic dress 
of his cathedral was equally unorthodox. Instead of 
seeing style and structure as an integral unity, the 
approved approach in the nineteenth century, Petre tackled 
a project first from a functional point of view, and 
devised a structure most suitable to the building's func-
tion. He then considered the question of appearance and 
"dressed" his building in what he felt to be the most 
appropriate fashion. This approach created many 
stylistic defects, especially a frequent lack of relation-
ship between a building's exterior and interior as is 
particularly demonstrated by the three entrance doors in 
St Joseph's Cathedral, none of which aligns with the 
interior aisles. Nevertheless, although such an approach 
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could never emulate Pugin's stylistic integrity, it 
allowed Petre to dress his buildings in styles he 
found to be appropriate 1n terms of historicism and 
associationism. 
That this was Petre ' s method is s ubstantiated 
by the evolu tion of the Cathedral of the Blessed 
Sacrament. The plan which Petre first submitted to 
Grimes was a rough sketch of a rudimentary basilican 
building with neither towers nor dome to elevate it 
from the ranks of a common parish church. 19 
Basically it is t h e same as h is prev ious basil i cas 
with the addition of s u bsidiary c h apels a bout t h e 
sanctuary and enlarged so that it would "hold whe n 
completed 2 , 000 people at an ou tsize cost of £15, 000" . 
It is a rectan ular ouil6ing, measuring for~y metres 
protruding transepts. 'Tfie CPos~-sec~ion Peveais a 
gabled nave with arcaded side aisles simila r to those 
1n Sacred Heart, Wellington. Apart from suggesting 
"the Ionic order as the most appropriate, 
being 11% cheaper than either the 
Corinthian or Composite" 
and that a dome 
"could at reasonable cost be run up to a 
19. Petre to Grimes, 6.2.1 899. Archives of the 
Christchurch Diocese, Building File Box 1. 
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height of ninety five feet" 
the letter gives no impression that the appearance of the 
building has been considered. Petre has in fact formu-
lated a structure able to perform the functions required 
by Bishop Grimes ("size, dignity and harmony at a minimum 
20 
of cost" ) , but has given little thought to the building's 
appearance. However, when the Cathedral Building Committee 
met to consider the project in January 1900, the cathedral 
for -fi e ~~t e 
ut i had al become an g1ab r~te1 nd hig y ornat~ 
building for which Petre had devised a complete sculptural 
and architectural programme. While Petre ' s new proposals 
were considered beyond the means of the diocese Grimes ' 
enthusiasm was such that he negotiated with both Petre and 
the committee to enable the project to be undertaken. 
Obviously, therefore, Bishop Grimes, who was a highly 
21 
educated man, appreciated Petre's chosen style. 
Unfortunately there is no such written evidence 
concerning the evolution of Petre's other two cathedral 
20. Ibid 
21. Petre's design was regarded as too costly and he was 
asked to modify the design (Grimes to Petre 15.2.1900) 
The compromise eventually adopted was the reduction of 
the size of the church by the alteration of the scale 
of the plans from 1/8 of an inch to l/6 of an inch. 
(Petre to Grimes 9.3.1900). Both letters in the 
Archives of the Christchurch Diocese. Building File, 
Box 1. 
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designs. St Joseph's, Dunedin, however, can be seen 
as encompaffiing a number of simple references to 
accepted ecclesiastical design, Petre ' s own nostalgia 
for France and the French origins of Dunedin ' s 
earliest priests who, as indeed were all the early 
Catholic missionaries, were of t he French Marist order. 
The influences involved in both Wellington and 
Christchurch cathedrals are more diverse and complex. 
I 23J The Cathedral of St Mary, Wellington has a close 
stylistic relationship with J.F. Bentley's design for 
J24 l Westminster Cathedral (1895-19 0 3), both being domed 
basilicas of similar materials and proportions. 
Westminster was the most important Catholic c hurch to 
be b u ilt in England since the Reformation . It was t he 
Me tropolit an Church, the name denoting the seat of an 
Archbishop, which gave the diocese precedence in the 
land. As such it had an important role to play as 
a material manifestation of the glory and historical 
truth that .was Catholicism. Although the style of 
Westminster was largely the inspiration of Cardinal 
Vaughan its execution and design was totally that of 
. h ' 1 22 lts arc ltect, J.F. Bent ey. 
The resulting building was a rectangular 
basilica, from which only the east end projects, with 
22. Little B. op. c it., p. 169 
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three large saucer domes covering the nave and a smaller 
but similar dome over the sanctuary. Externally the 
walls present a flat appearance which is relieved by its 
polychromal construction and the small domed turrets which 
rise at regular intervals along the sides. The entrance 
facade is dominated by a huge, arched portal flanked by 
two domed towers. 
St Mary ' s Cathedral in Wellington had similar 
functions to Westminster Cathedral because it too was a 
Metropolitan Cathedral. Consequently , Petre closely 
followed t h e plan of Westminster Cathedral to create a 
similar rectangular basilica i n which side chapels were 
accommodated between t h e lateral buttresses and t h e 
sanctuary continued beyond the crossing to create a total 
l h f . ' l l t l . 23 h engt o s1m1 ar y monumen a proport1ons. T e 
exterior of Petre ' s design alludes to Westminster in many 
details such as the domed turrets along the side, the 
arched entrance portal and a similar use of red brick and 
white polychromy. 
The style of Westminster is said to be "Italo-
Byzantine",24 a style which both Vaughan and Bentley saw 
23. The total length of Westminster Cathedral is 104.2 metres 
~hile that of Wellington Cathedral was 99.1 metres. 
24. Dixon and Muthesius~ dp. cit. p. 225 
j 25 l 
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to be evocative of early Catholicism and symbolic of 
the universality of Christianity. In adopting a 
similar style, which he defined as "Romano-Byzantine", 
Petre quite deliberately made similar illusions ~ 5 In 
addition his design for New Zealand ' s capital city 
established a firm stylistic relationship with that 
of the Metropolitan Cathedral in London which echoed 
the political relationship between the two capitals . 
The allu sion s contained in the Cathedral of 
the Blessed Sacrame n t are , to a large extent , more 
personal reflec tin g Petre ' s own committment to ul tra-
montani s m which was s h ared by Bish op Grimes. The 
design of Petre ' s cathedral was c ompl icated by the 
sociological dominance of Anglicanism in Canterbury 
a nd that denomination ' s cathedral then being built in 
the very centre of the city. In Dunedin , where St 
Joseph ' s was the first cathedral to be built , Petre 
chose his style free from the necessity of considering 
its relationship with an existing building. In 
Wellington and Christchurch however, there were 
already Anglican Cathedrals, therefore Petre's choice 
of style, while it must embody the grandeur and 
dignity necessary in a cathedral, had to establish a 
distinction from the Anglican buildings. In 
Wellington the combination had been achieved by a 
25. "StMary's Cathedral, Wellington", The Canterbury 
Times, 2.5.1900, p. 39 
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close reliance on Westminster Cathedral. Petre's 
solution in Christchurch is a more original amalgam of 
many traditional Catholic sources. That his solution was 
successful is evidenced by the editor's comment in The 
Press at the opening of the Basilica; 
"It does not challenge comparison with 
the Anglican Cathedral because it is 
designed - wisely so we think - in a 
totally different style of architecture. 
Each has a beauty and dignity of its 
own , and each forms a worthy counterpart 
to the other. " 26 
The major influence on the Cathedral of the 
Blessed Sacrament is that of Roman Catholic Churches of 
eighteenth and nineteenth-century France. Additional 
influences which can be traced are those of Classical 
Italian architecture and Irish Catholic architecture. 
While such diverse influences might indicate a certain 
eclecticism in Petre's architecture, such is the 
originality of his structure that this is not apparent. 
~deo~ogicaL1y there is no such eclecticism because each 
of these architectural schools was originally derived 
:bi_~~ Qi toolicism, a d ith 
classical references made by each school were deliberate 
manifestations of both the universality of Catholicism 
26. Editorial, The Press, 13.2.1905 
j26 j 
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and the central authority of the Pope. Certainly 
Petre deliberately made the same statement, his 
combination of elements being evocative of so many 
historic Catholic buildings. That the major influ-
ence was French was also a deliberate intellectual 
choice. The Canterbury Mission was also established 
by the French Marist Fathers, and all parish priests 
from the arrival of Fr Chataigner S . M. in 1860 until 
Bishop Grimes ' appointment had belonged to that 
order. Thus the French influenced cathedra l can be 
seen as an architectural memorial to the diocese ' s 
pioneers ; an historical a llu sion which the thoughtful 
Petre would have made quite consciously. 
The greatest single inspiration in the design 
of the Cathedral of the Blessed Sacrament must have 
been Notre Dame de Boulogne which was built by Petre ' s 
l 
reingu~ from 1827-1866. While the archi tecture of 
this cathedral is not highly regarded - even its 
guidebook describes it as "more strange than 
beautiful"-the church provides strong precedents for 
27 Petre's cathedral. Not only do both churches 
appear to be of the same material, limestone, but they 
also use the same structural elements similarly 
disposed. The facade of Notre Dame consists of an 
27. Notre Dame of Boulogne-sur-Mer, Guidebook, Saep 
Edition, N.P. 
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entrance door flanked by two domed towers which are 
divided into three zones by bold cornices in the 
manner used by Petre. Behind them stretches a gabled 
nave , its edges finished in a t u r ned balu strade , with 
the rear of the church dominated by a large dome 
poised on a severely elongated , colonnaded and fenes-
trated drum. Haffreingue ' s dome rises straight from 
the roof i n a more delicate fas h ion than was Petre ' s 
pract i ce. However , t h e fact that it almost collapsed 
i n 1876 may have bee n responsible for Petre ' s habit-
ually heavy dome s upports . 
Wh ile the interiors are d esigned arou nd 
j 27 J differen t eleme nts , Haffreingu e ' s being an awkward 
j 28 j combination of arcades, column ~ d semi- domes while 
Petre ' s is a l u cid composition organ ised around an 
orthodox post-and-lin tel construction , there are 
strong similarities in the overall effect. Both 
churches have walls and columns of creamy white lime-
stone; the·nave of each church is separated from its 
side aisles by long rows of columns terminating in an 
arch which gives entry to the sanctuary. Both 
sanctuaries are flooded with light by the main domes, 
a most unusual arrangement. 
Although it could b e said that all the elements 
used by Haffreingue and repeated by Petre were 
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characteristic of French classical architecture, 
especially the flanking entrance towers and rear 
dome, Petre ' s close experience of Notre Dame de 
Boulogne makes it the most probable source. Neverthe-
less, other influences can be traced , in particular 
that of Jacquffiignace Hittorf whose church of St 
129 1 Vincent de Paul in Paris is in fact referred to as 
"the model on which , to a certain 
extent, the Catholic cathedral of 
Christchurch has been designed" , 
in an anonymous report on the opening of the 
28 
cathedral. Unfortunately the author gives no 
indication that his information is based on an inter-
view with Petre. Thus one can only speculate a s to 
whether this church was in fact a model. Certainly 
"in its external features it bears 
little or no resemblance to the great 
Canterbury edifice beyond this: that 
it has two graceful frontal towers 
. 29 linked by a balustrade". 
Hittorf's church has no dome, its side elevations 
consist of flat stone walls, simply pierced by rect-
angular windows, while its front entrance is an 
exemplary temple motif. The interior of St Vincent 
I30I de Paul, with its nave divided from the flanking 
aisles by two colonnades, does appear quite closely 
28. New Zealand Tablet, 16.2.1905, p. 7 
29. Ibid 
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related to The Blessed Sacrament. In particular 
Hittorf' s use of a semicircular colormade at the rear of .. 
the sanctuary, his upper colonnaded gallery , and his 
contrived use of light above the sanctuary provide 
important precedents for three of the most unusual features 
in Petre's cathedral. 
Indeed the sanctuary of The Blessed Sacrament is 
treated quite differently from any of Petre ' s previou s 
sanctuaries. First it is much longer in proportion to the 
nave, its length comprising two thirds of the nave , com-
pared to his earlier basilicas in which the sanctuary ' s 
length equalled one third of the n ave. Obviously the 
additional length was to accommodate the additional clergy 
frequently involved in diocesan ceremonials. Secondly, 
Petre ' s u s ual practice was to terminate the sarr:;tuary with 
a rear wall which cou ld act as a reredos to the altar. 
In The Blessed Sacrament this has been replaced by the 
continuation of the lower and upper colonnades i n a semi-
circle about the end of the sanctuary. While the effect 
of this has been to unite the nave and sanctuary into a 
single space unified by the surrounding colonnades which 
Petre felt were "the prevailing feature of the building'', 
the columnar screen was deficient as an altar reredos. 30 
30. The New Zealand Tablet 16.2.1905, p. 7 
111. 
It is only since the replacement of the original high 
altar in 1972 that the columns have been fully revealed 
and their beau ty appreciated. This u nu s ual feature 
appears to be inspired by St Vincen~ de Paul although a 
similar colonnade was u sed by Palladia in Il Redentore 
(1576-7) where its combination of colonnade , upper 
whispering gallery and sanctuary dome creates a similar 
effect. 
The third unus ual feature in the sanctuary is the 
positioning of the main dome above the sanctuary. While 
this is in fact the same position as was planned in Sou th 
Dunedin and occurred in Oarnaru , to achiev e t h is position 
in the Blessed Sacrament , Petre had to site h is dome to 
the rear of the tran septs , a most u northodox arrangement . 
This u northodoxy is less apparen t inside t he cathedral , 
however , becau se the transepts t h emselves are not obviou s. 
In fac 
me re 1 te fn orporate -he w1dtfi 
portices, the inner space being used for subsidiary chapels 
opening off the side aisles,which are unbroken. As dis-
cussed in chapter three, Petre's siting of the dome above 
the sanctuary was deliberately done to illuminate the 
sanctuary with a symbolic flood of light. Again, both 
Notre Dame de Boulogne with its sanctuary dome, and 
Hittorf's church in which the sanctuary is illuminated by 
a stained glass ceiling fan-light, can both be regarded as 
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precedents. An additional s ource can also be seen in Louis 
Hippolyte Lebas' Notre Dame de Lorette (1823-36) in which 
the sanctuary is lit by an upper tower. In actual fact 
the four huge piers needed to s upport the dome which mark 
the corners of the sanctuary contribute to its spatial 
success whereas they wou ld have severely impeded the 
building ' s internal appearance and functioning had they 
been sited at the crossing. Instead , t h e pendentives 
create the chancel arch , which frames the sanctuary , and 
the rear arch which stood above the original altar , the 
pair combining to create a most s u ccessfu l unity which is 
unbroken by excessive ornamentation. I ndeed , Petre ' s 
treatment of the sanctu ary is remarkably restrained for 
t h e Victorian period, , his enrichment being provided by a 
subtle combination of fluted columns , (those in the nave 
are unflu ted ) , marble steps and the mosaic floor which is 
a more elaborate example of his innovation at Sacred Heart. 
Although the precedents for Petre's interior have 
been discussed at some length, it must be stated that the 
whole concept is remarkably original. The combination of 
lower and upper colonnades complete with entablatures and 
cornices is unprecedented, as is their relationship with 
the pilastered chancel arch with its delightful, balus-
traded Pulpl·t. 31 Alth h th . t . b . 1 h oug e 1n er1or o v1ous y as 
31. While Hittorf's church also has a similar gallery, his 
intervening freize creates a very different impression 
from that evoked by Petre's scholarly correct 
arrangement. 
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its closest affinity with French classicism it has 
frequently been described as Renaissance , an effect which 
has perhaps been enhanced by its zinc ceiling which , with 
its three saucer domes and simulated coffering , is more 
evocative of the Italian traditions begun in fifth century 
churches such as Santa Maria Maggiore and continued in 
Renaissance works like Brunelleschi ' s San Lorenzo (1420 ) . 
The exterior of the Cathedral of The Blessed Sacra-
ment is a complex arrangeme n t of diverse elements in which 
the French classical element continues to predominate. 
The influence of Notre Dame d e Boulogne was probably 
i nstrumental in Petre ' s decision to u se domed entran c e 
towers a n d a large rear dome as his ma jor decorativ e 
elements . However , most of the exterior is his own 
personal creation in wh ich a number of unrelated elements 
are combined. The basic structure has in fact been devel-
oped from h is basilicas i n South Dunedin and Wellington in 
which the walls are decorated with relieving a rches, here 
reinterpreted with moulded arches which enclose all the 
arched windows. 
Petre has enlarged on this however, to create a far 
more grandiose exterior by including elements which are 
well suited to Christchurch's climate as well as being 
decorative. Along the sides the western towers and shoit 
transepts have been linked by colonnades which shelter 
the two entrance doors on either side. The resulting 
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porticos,with their eight monumental Ionic columns which 
support the entablature and balustrade of the clerestorey, 
are most impressive,achieving a dominance u sually reserved 
for an entrance facade. Not only do these provide the 
congregation with shelter from the vagaries of New 
Zealand weather but they also provide the building with a 
structural unity which would otherwise be lacking. 
Corinthian colonnades decorate the sides of Vignon ' s 
Church of the Madeleine in Paris (1807-45 ) however , their 
use in a two storey ecclesiastical building seems 
unprecedented . Wh ile Petre possibly remembered examples 
in secular bui ldings s u ch as H. L . Elme ' s StGeorge ' s Hall , 
Liv erpoo l (1841-56 ) or C. Brodrick ' s Leeds Town Hall 
(1853-8 ) it is likely that he hoped the form ' s classical 
associations would be evocative of Rome a nd Roman 
Catholicism. The use of t he se colonnades not only uni fies 
the side elevations of the church but creates an important 
link with the building ' s internal colonnades to establish 
a sympathetic relationship which was often lack i ng in 
Petre's churches. 
The rear of the church has also been finished in a 
far more sophisticated manner than in his previous 
basilicas, all of which were expected to be surrounded by 
school or parish buildings. The cathedralihowever,was 
built after its supporting presbytery and convent and was 
therefore expected to r~main isolated. Consequently Petre 
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paid more attention to the rear of the church and in so 
doing achieved greater movement than in any previous rear 
facade. Dominated by the huge dome, the eastern facade 
echoes its curves in the convex upper storey but denies 
the movement in the severely straight lower storey , with 
its rigid pilastered ornamentation. The dome itself 
differs markedly from his previous designs for South 
Dunedin and Oarnaru. While the e longated drum, fenestrated 
in the Oamaru manner , is retained the proportions of the 
copper dome itself are shallower , reminiscent o f Roman 
domes s u ch as t hose of Santa Ma ria Maggiore and Sta Maria 
del P.~F~~,rather than t h e steeper proportions of French 
classicism. The overall effect of this facad e would 
appear to be aimed at alluding to Roman church es and thus 
act as a beacon to the church ' s parish of Southern 
Christchurch. 
These influences do not of course account for 
Petre ' s awkwa rd articulation of the dome ' s supports , a 
characteristic we have previously seen in both South 
Dunedin and Oarnaru. These haunches are extraordinarily 
brutal, so opposed to the classical repose of the 
exterior that it must be assumed the effect is either the 
unfortunate result of ineptitude or intentional. The 
supports in the huge dome designed for Wellington Cathedral 
were to be masked by the roofs of the nave and transepts. 
This would suggest that .Petre had not yet resolved the 
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articulation of a dome at the time of designing 
Christchurch. To a large extent the resolution of the 
dome of the Blessed Sacrament was governed by Petre ' s 
desire to position it above the sanctuary. Had he u sed 
the transepts to disguise the dome supports they would 
have had to be sited further towards the rear of the 
church. The need for s ubsidiary chapels in the nave 
rather than the sanctuary made this solu tion i mpossible 
so that Petre was forced into the awkward compromise we 
see today . While it is possible t hat the scaling down of 
the original plans have distorted t h e bu ilding ' s external 
appearance , thu s throwing the haunches of the dome into 
prominence , it seems more likely that 1 having accepted t h e 
need for a lack of coordination between t h e dome and 
transepts,Petre made no attempt to disguise t h e shoulders 
with either a higher roof line or sculptural ornamentation . 
Instead 1 his engineering mentality h as predominated in a 
display of his skill with concrete and mass,which is 
unsheathed in the functionalist manner which became 
popular in later nineteenth-century Europe. 
Having recognised each elevation as presenting a 
most impressive visual statement in its own right, the 
western entrance facade remains to be acknowledged as the 
cathedral's most dramatic and original creation. In this 
facade Petre has made his own contribution to the problem 
of designing church facades and, because he had designed 
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such impressive side elevations, the chief elements 
of which were taken from classical temples, the 
problem was greater than in any of his previous 
basilicas. His solution combines traditional 
elements - flanking towers, an upper balustrade, 
columns and a portico - in a most unusual manner. 
The two towers are the most traditiona l 
elements, having been associated with church facades 
from Romanesqu e and Gothic times. The superimpos-
ition of domes was a more recent i nnovation which had 
become popu lar in ecclesiastical architecture from 
the seventeenth century , the most recent example 
131 1 being L~on Vaudoyer ' s Cathedral in Marseilles (1845, 
1852-93 ) . Indeed , so similar are the pedimented 
frontal towers and main domes of these two cathedrals 
that it seems likely Petre had been stimulated by 
h . bl ' . db 'ld' 32 t 1s most pu 1c1se Ul 1ng. The tower ' s rich 
sculptural detail and division into three zones is 
characteristic of late Victorian towers such as 
Forrester and Lemon's Post Office tower in Oamaru 
(1883) and Mason's t ower on the Dunedin Stock Exchange 
Building (1864). Here the divisions accurately 
32. Vaudoyer's design was first published in 1845 
although the building was not begun until 1852. 
The design was published in many building and 
Catholic periodicals and Petre could not fail to 
have been aware of it. 
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reflect their interior as do the three doors and 
clerestorey in the terminal wall of the nave. 
However , the relationship thus established between 
the interior and exterior is disturbed by the entrance 
portico itself. Petre has completely rejected the 
classical temple motif in favour of the combination of 
columns, entablature and balustrade which had been adopted 
in the French neoclassical church, St Sulpice. 33 By 
recessing the portico between the two flanking towers in 
the fashion established by Wren ' s St Paul ' s (1675-1710 ) 
I 
Petre achieved a cohesion h is previous classical facades 
had lacked; at the same time providing his church with a 
sheltered entrance , so important in this the south western 
facade. The facade is dominated by the four monumental 
Corinthian columns which support the upper balustrade. 
Although columns of similar proportions were used in the 
entrance to St Patrick's, Oamaru, the lack of a pediment 
on the Cathedral of the Blessed Sacrament acce n t uates 
their vertical values to achieve a more awe-inspiring 
effect. This has been accentuated by the scaling of the 
design which destroyed the former balance between hori-
zontality and verticality by reducing the spaces between 
33. The facade of St Sulpice is somewhat fortuitious, 
Servandoni's original pediment, which was damaged by 
lightning, having been replaced by the balustrade by 
Oudot de Maclaurin. See Braham: The Architecture of 
The French Enlightenment Op. cit., p. 136 
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the columns. Nevertheless, the vertical values would 
have continued to dominate the planned church. Had 
Petre reflected the internal division of the nave in a 
two storeyed facade similar to both St Paul ' s and St 
Sulpice his building would have appeared much smaller 
and less significant. In addition, he would have lost 
that deliberate upward attraction by which the viewer ' s 
eye is forced upwards , past the words "Ecce tabernaculum 
Dei cum Hominibus" in the frieze and the sculptured 
tabernacle o n the balustrade to the heavens beyond . At 
the expen se of a clear relations h i p between the interior 
a nd exterior of hi s church, a relationship which h ad ne ver 
been a major concern to Petre , the architect created a 
highly original facade which embodied the cathedral ' s need 
for architectural grandeur and spirituality. 
Indeed each of Petre ' s cathedral designs embodies 
the dignity and associationism needed in a cathedral. Each 
had the potential to dominate its city with an exterior 
which was indubitably Catholic and therefore symbolic of 
that religion's political and legal equality in New 
Zealand. While St Joseph's can be seen as the idealistic 
dream of a young architect not yet fully aware of the 
economic stringencies of colonial building,Petre's later 
two cathedrals are designed with New Zealand conditions and 
resources in mind. Having established his concrete 
basilica as the design most suited to the needs and 
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finances of a large New Zealand parish, Petre realised it 
was also the most suited to the purposes of a cathedral. 
His major problem was that of developing an architectural 
style with which to dress his functional structure. While 
the solution used in the Wellington design is to a large 
extent dependant on the Cathedral of Westminster, the 
exterior of Christchurch Cathedral is his own contribution . 
Although it was common to decorate a basilica with a 
central dome and two domed towers , Petre ' s combination of 
colonnades , e ntablature , balustrade and other elements is 
peculiar to the Cathedral o f the Blessed Sacrament . I n 
certain areas , notably t h e primi tivi s m of the articulation 
of the dome , the combination fai l s a nd t h e building reveals 
the awkwardness of an over-ambitious colonial. Nev ertheless 
the overall impression is majestic a nd uplifting while its 
distant silhouette is as evocativ e of Italy and France as 
Petre desired. 
While the success of the interior of Wellington 
Cathedral must remain speculative that of Christchurch 
Cathedral is unquestioned. It is both functional and 
dramatic; its brightly lit sanctuary conveying that air of 
spirituality which others sought to convey in elaborate 
altars, statues or stained glass. Less original than the 
exterior, and more orthodo4 the interior must be 
recognised as one of New Zealand's finest architecturally 
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created spaces. The fact that it was his last columned 
or arcaded interior suggest£ thatr Petwe who was istepsely 
proud of this cathedral , regarded it as the culmination 
of his classical works. Henceforth he continued to draw 
on the Byzantine-Romanesqueinspiration of Westminster 
Qathed~u~, in ~ eri~s of ·churches wliich ve£op from ~~s 
design for Wellington Cathedral , rather than that of the 
Cathedral of the Blessed Sacrament. 
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CHAPTER V 
THE LAST CHURCHES 
The churches which Petre designed after the turn of 
the century are less interesting than his earlier basilicas 
although their plans continue to exhibit his characteristic 
interest in stylistic experimentation . Only two of these 
churches - St Patrick ' s , Waimate (1909 ) and the Church of 
the Blessed Sacrament , Gore (191 4 ) - come within our 
definition of basilica. However , StMary ' s , Invercargill , 
(1905 ) and the Church of the Sacred Heart , Timaru (1911 ) 
are closely related to them and thus deserv e a place in 
this present study. In spite of the architectural 
variations in these churches , as a whole they are less 
interesting than his earlier works. Petre ' s declining 
health prevented him from maintaining his usual standards 
of supervision so that these designs were even more 
subject to clerical interference than his earlier works. 1 
Only one of the late designs, St Patrick's, Waimate, was 
completed to his specifications; the church in Gore is 
incomplete while those in Timaru and Invercargill differ 
from his original plans. Consequently, as only one of 
l. As mentioned in Chapter One, Miss Margaret Petre 
describes her father as having suffered ill-health 
from the 1890's. 
Petre's late churches can be regarded as an accurate 
example of his work, the group merits only cursory 
discussion. 
123. 
The longitudinal plan adopted in Petre's previous 
basilicas was repeated only in Waimate. Both the Timaru 
and Gore churches were designed as Latin crosses , while 
StMary's, Invercargill,was in the form of a Greek cross. 
This does not imply that he was dissatisfied with the 
plans of his previous basilicas;instead the popular 
approval with which all his major works after Oamaru had 
been received encouraged him to introduce 
"a distinct new departure in 
Catholic architecture here l in 
2 New Zealand ! "· 
In fact, as is evidenced by his article in the New Zealand 
Tablet describing his plans for Invercargill, Petre was 
still concerned with developing plans which suited New 
Zealand conditions. He believed that a cruciform pla~ 
with the subsidary altars accommodated in the transepts, 
could be found as sui table a ·S> his longitudinal basilicas, 
"as a great effect and complete 
accommodation can be got for very 
3 
much less outlay". 
Although Petre used a different floor plan for each of his 
last churches all four represent the continued influence 
2. New Zealand Tablet, 19.5.1904, p. 4 
3. Ibid 
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of the Cathedral of Westminster. Petre described this as 
"the Byzantine style" and its influence is apparent in 
the red and white dedqrat~ u and arched windows of these 
d 0 4 eslgns. Petre ' s interpretation of the Byzantine 
style was extremely wide as is indicated by the contrasting 
exteriors presented by each church . 
Nevertheless , in spite of such stylistic v ariation s , 
the construction of the late churches continued to depend 
on principles established in Petre ' s earlier works. All 
are built in h i s u s ual material , reinforced concrete 
sheathedin b rick 1 and all make f ull u se of modern 
components such as standard iron wind ow frames and zinc 
ceiling panels . The interior of each church has adhered 
to the u sual relationship between sanctuary , nave and 
choir loft , the principle aim being to provide the 
congregation with unimpeded view and access to the 
communion area . In his exterior elev ations Petre has 
continued to place con siderations of overall effec t and 
maximum visibility ahead of harmonious composition and 
clearly related parts. 
4. Ibid. 
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St Patrick's, Waimate, the most notable of 
these churches, exhibits these characteristics. Not 
only does it provide a small congregation with an 
impressive and dignified church but it also has a 
dramatic silhouette visible for many miles. Petre ' s 
interest in dramatic silhouettes , which is apparent 
1n all his churches , has been best served by Waimate. 
St Patrick ' s copper dome,when seen at a distance 
against the Hunters ' Hills,is highly evocative of an 
Italianate landscape in the best Picturesque 
traditions . Un fortunately the allusion is somewhat 
reduced on close examination, fo r t he exterior reveals 
neither the classical restraint nor the baroque 
exuberance usually associated with Italian c hur ches . 
It is in fact an awkward mixture of Romanesque and 
Renaissance features. While the side elevations are 
merely a more refined version of those seen in Sacred 
Heart , Wellingto~ both the sanctuary and entrance 
ends have been considerably altered. At the sanctuary 
the sacristies were sited to one side to enable the 
fenestration of the apse and thus allow light to fall 
on the altar. The result is pleasing externally as 
well as internally and was therefore repeated at both 
Timaru and Gore. 
The entrance facade is both unprecedented and 
remarkable. A simple; Renaissance style, arcaded 
/331 
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portico gives entrance to the three panelled doors. 
The arcades are separated by three monumental Tuscan 
~ila~ter~ from whic~ ~p~ing th~~e relieved arches to _ - - ~ .... '"' l \.3 "'" _, ..1.. ';J £... L \... c.. L .. t:- \...U 
house the central rose and two arched windows which 
light the choir. The roof is finished with a pediment 
flanked by balustrading. The whole facade is domin-
ated by a louvred and domed central tower. Central 
towers were common in classical church architecture , 
however the articulation of this tower , which is not 
combined with a temple front,is most unusual. The 
result is an astonishing mixture of classical elements , 
the arrange me nt of wh ich is highly unorthodox . Yet , 
although the monumentality of the four giant 
pilasters is quite at variance with the fine arches 
they support , the need to suggest support for the 
central tower allows the facade greater success than 
was achieved in any of his other contemporary churches. 
The success of Waimate , which is conti nued in 
its brightly lit, restrained interior , renders the 
failure of his other three Byzantine influenced 
5 
churches more acute. The surviving plans for St 
Mary's, Invercargill, indicate that this church should 
have presented a silhouette which was as arresting and 
dramatic as St Patrick's, Waimate, but no less awkward. 
5. Miss Margaret Petre describes her father as "most 
proud of Waimate" while he refused to be associated 
with either the Invercargill or Timaru churches. 
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The church is of a cruciform shape with "a central 
spqoe 11 1 eihev Y.. ~1 ijle s 
which extend four arms of equal length to form a 
cross.
6 The sanctuary is housed in one such arm , 
opposite the entrance and choir loft1 while the 
flanking arms house the side altars and additional 
seating. 
Petre had intended that the exterior would be 
dominated by a steeply pitched broach tower, the 
angles of which would reflect the pediments on each 
side. Unfortunately the parish priest allowed his 
contractor, Mr J . Flain , to replace t h e tower with a 
dome which destroyed the structural integrity of 
Petre ' s design. The dome is said to have been added 
in imitation of a church in Germany. However the 
fact that Fr Burke also wanted to extend the church 
"further out to the street , 
with two domes, one at either 
side ·of the frontage" 
suggests Petre's design was rejected because it was 
not in the traditions of either the Oamaru or 
h . h h b '1' 7 C rlstc urc asl leas. The resulting 
6. New Zealand Tablet 19.5.1904, p. 4 
7. The Basilica: A Sign of Faith 1905-1980 
Craig Prlnting Co. Ltd., Invercargill 1980 
juxtaposition of pediments and dome can only be 
described as peculiar and not at all within the 
Romanesque-Byzantine spirit Petre hoped to evoke. 
Petre had a similar horror for the Timaru 
church which also appears to have begun as a cruci-
form design , similar in plan to that of Invercargill 
8 
with the addition of a rounded apse. This c hurc h 
was built by voluntar y labour under the supervision 
of the parish priest , Fr Tubman. Petre found him so 
difficul t to work with t hat he stopped visiting t h e 
. 9 
slte. This time t h e design was altered to 
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accommodate Fr Tubman ' s recollections of his brother ' s 
church in Reno , Nevada , also a domed basilica with 
10 two frontal towers. Petre ' s cruciform has been 
8. This was related to me by Miss Margaret Petre . The 
exterior elevation, by Petre , in the Sacred Heart 
Presbytery, Timaru, shows the church as it is today. 
Harper B.: The Harvest, The Timaru Herald Co., 1969 
attributes the design to Tubman, acknowledging the 
plans to have been drawn up by Petre. 
9. According to Miss Margaret Petre he sold the plans 
to Father Tubman and withdrew all interest in the 
project. 
10. The existence of this church and the presence of a 
Father Tubman as resident priest early this century 
was confirmed by a tourist friend. Unfortunately I 
have been unable to verify his evidence with either 




transformed into a Latin cross with the extension of 
the nave, to which has been attached two domed 
towers. The resu lting church lacks cohesion, ele-
gance and style. Its exterior remains impressive 
because of its bulk and elevated site from which it 
dominates the southern aspect of Timaru. The 
interior is the least satisfactory of any of Petre ' s 
designs. The colonnaded apse is poorly related to 
the remainder of the church and the central dome 
intrudes upon the longitudinal emphasis of the nave. 
The heavy foliated plasterwork on the ceiling is most 
uncharacteristic of Petre and suggests Tubman ' s inter-
ference in the i n terior was even greater than his 
external influence. It is unfair to Petre to place 
too great a con sideration on this work. 
The last of Petre ' s churches to show the 
influence of Westminster Cathedral was the Chu rch of 
the Blesse d Sacrament, Gore. Here Petre retur ned to 
the longitudinal basilica with the introduction of 
small transepts at the sanctuary end. Designed to be 
built in stages~ neither the transepts nor the rounded 
apse have been built;and the interior, which lacks its 
proposed sculptural decoration, is somewhat drab and 
dark. The surviving exterior is, however, very 
interesting, especially in its dramatic entrance 
facade. Here Petre has returned to the French trad-
ition of flanking entrance towers. In this case, 
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however, he has rejected both classical and Gothic types 
in favour of broach. roofed towers in the Italianate-
Romanesque tradition. The towers and the gabled nave 
present a commanding silhouette which is pleasingly echoed 
in the louvered openings in the gable. The whole effect is 
ennanced by.: Uh~ bud1 :ild.l!ngJ" -whd ... te am :t:eih ~r.. c'kw.orkn and 
the bold cement courses which define the interior disposition 
in a fashion usually ignored by Pete. As a result the whole 
facade is Romanesque in inspiration and is therefore an 
interesting development in this series of Westminster-
influenced churches. 
****** 
The Church of the Blessed Sacrament , Gore , is 
Petre ' s last recorded church. It embodies many of the 
qualities inher ent in his ecclesiastical architec t ure in 
its combination of a functional yet aesthetic interior 
with a bold, ornate exterior which is unequivocally 
Catholic. Throughout Petre's career this had been the 
major concern of his ecclesiastical works. Strengthened 
by his own religious faith,he had struggled to provide 
the relatively small and impoverished Catholic congre-
gations with buildings which were as dignified and ornate 
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as those being erected by other denominations. His task 
was often complicated by clerical interference as well as 
I 
financial difficulties,so that many of his churches were 
never completed to his original design. It is apparent 
from completed buildings however that his churches were I l 
extremely successful for the performance of the Catholic 
liturgy. This success was achieved through Petre's 
reliance on extremely simple floor plans in all his 
churches, Gothic as well as classical. His customary 
arrangement of the high altar at the head of the nave 
flanked by two subsidary altars at the ends of the aisles 
k h . h h d' . . ll rna es 1s c urc es most 1st1nct1ve. Unlike most New 
Zealand church architects of the nineteenth century Petre 
made little use of timber in his churches and his inter-
iors are finished in plaster or Oamaru stone. Consequently 
the interiors of Petre ' s churches are very similar in their 
spatial arrangements and ornamentation. However, although 
floor plans and ceiling designs have been repeated,Petre 
never used the same decorative programme more than once. 
A major consideration in Petre's ecclesiastical 
architecture was the external appearance of the church. 
Throughout his career he experimented with traditional 
Catholic features ranging from the French Gothic facade of 
St Joseph's, Dunedin, to the Italianate Romanesque of his 
11. The only departure from this arrangement is the 
Cathedral of the Blessed Sacrament, Christchurch. 
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last church, the Church of the Blessed Sacrament, Gore, 
to achieve silhouettes which were dramatic and distinctive. 
It is an unfortunate consequence of his desire for a bold 
exterior which was unequivocally Catholic that harmony was 
frequently sacrificed, as in the articulation of the dome 
of Christchurch Cathedral. To a large extent this failure 
Gail. J:>e. at.tr.:ihu.ted tO hi..S la_~ ot fQrma.J, Led_m;;at-,io_n rin 
ecclesiastical architecture. Petre ' s exteriors are all 
his own creations in which he combined influences a nd 
features remembered from Europe or seen in books . While 
h is fail u re to integrate t hese featu res must b e acknow-
ledged, so too h£s a~~g~na it m st be ~ecogu·sed as an 
i mportan t contribution to church architec ture in New 
Zealand. 
While h is architectural and engineering training may 
have been inadequate preparation for Petre ' s major role as 
a c hurch architect,it did provide him with the techn ical 
skills necessary for the building of large yet eco nomical 
structures. Petre's use of reinforced concrete and pre-
fabricated components in his churches was a major factor 
in enabling such large structures as the Cathedral of the 
Blessed Sacrament to be successfully completed in a very 
short time. The use of modern techniques in ecclesiastical 
architecture was not common in the nineteenth century and 
reveal Petre as a modern thinker, prepared to reject 
tradition in favour of building practicalities. 
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Similar techniques were also a feature of his 
commercial and domestic work and , as discussed in Chapter 
One , Petre ' s use of reinforced concrete in these buildings 
was very progressive. In this he should be regarded as one 
of the world ' s first proponents of modern architectural 
techniques. His belief that reinforced concrete was the 
building material most suited to New Zealand's conditions 
anticipated our modern reliance on concrete blocks and 
P~ -st~essed~C6ncre~e . This realisation marks Petre as the 
most progressive of New Zealand ' s Victorian architects 
while the skill with which he us ed t h e material , particu-
larly as revealed by hi s commerical and domestic buildings , 
reveals him as one o f t h e mos t refine d and creative 
architects of t h e period . Unfortunately his lack of 
ecclesiastical training and the financial restraints 
i nherent in h is work for the Catholic church means that the 
strength of Petre ' s architecture should not be measured by 
his ecclesiastical work alon~. 
In this study I have concentrated on his basilicas 
because of the interesting olu.t:ioo t.fieyP p -esent to the 
problem of providing the infant Catholic Church in New 
Zealand with a distinctive architecture. While the success 
of this solution is apparent,the present study has not 
provided a survey wide enough to allow a full assessment of 
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Petre's work. This will only be possible after a systematic 
analysis of the architect's work has been made. Nevertheless 
the present study has revealed that F.W. Petre is a major New 
Zealand architect in terms of his output , technical skill 
and creative abilities. The previous concentration of New 
Zealand art historical study in the North Island has led to 
the minimising of Petre ' s influence on New Zealand 
architecture. In reality his introduction to New Zealand of 
modern concrete techniques must be recognised as a formative 
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APPENDIX 
WORKS KNOWN TO BE DESIGNED BY F . W. PETRE 
(i ) Churches 
18 77 StMary ' s Star of t h e Sea Port Chalmers 
18 78 St Patrick ' s School/ Chapel Sou th Dunedin 
18 79-1894 St Patrick ' s Basilica South Dunedin 
1879-1886 St Joseph ' s Cathedral Dun edin 
1880 A Chapel at Opihir 
188 1 StThomas ' s Winton 
1885 A church i n the Hakatararnea Valley 
1886 Mt Magdalene Chapel Christchurch 
188 7 St Leonard of Port Maurice 
1888-19 06 St Patrick ' s Greyrno u t h 
1889-190 1 The Basilica of the Sacred Heart Wellington 
1891 Sacred Heart Church North East Valley 
1892 St Patrick ' s Lawrence 
1895 St Brigid ' s Wa i tati 
1893-19 03 The Basilica of St Patrick Oamaru 
1898 St Joseph's Queenstown 
1898 St Joseph's Morven 
1900 StMary's Cathedral Wellington 
1901-1905 The Cathedral of the Blessed 
Sacrament 






1909 Church of the Irish Martyrs Cromwell 
1910 The Basilica of the Sacred Heart Timaru 
1913 St Patrick ' s Waimate 
1914 Church of the Blessed Sacrament Gore 
Church of t he Holy Name Ashburton 
Also a Catholic church for Windsor 








"Notre Dame des Missions " 
Presbytery 
Mt Magdala Asylum 
St Joseph ' s Hall 
Th e Moran Institute 
1896 Lawrence church - additions 
1898 St Patrick ' s Hall 
1898 St Patrick ' s Institute 
1898 St Joseph ' s Convent 
19 00 Dominican Convent 











Bishop ' s Mausoleum, South Cemetery Dunedin 
(iii) Engineering Works 
1872-1875 Dunedin - Clutha Railway Line 
cl875 Drainage of Henley Swamp 
St Clair Bathing Pool Dunedin 
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(iv) Commercial Premises 
late 1870s John Reid and Sons premises Dunedin 
II Murray Roberts & Co Dunedin 
Phoenix House Dunedin 
Chamber of Commerce Dunedin 
Old Harbour Board Offices Dunedin 
1886 A.M.P. Building Dunedin 
A. M.P. Building Christchurch 
Lewis and Gould Building Christchurch 
Fletcher , Humphries Building Christchurch 
1891 Reef ton Grandstand 
1908 Alterations to the Waimate Council Chambers 
(v ) Domestic Buildings 
1875 Chapman House (Castlamore ) 
1878 House and stables for Charles 
Berwick 
Houses for Mr Shields, 
Mr Kirkcaldy 
1885 6 Row Houses, Jones St. 
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2 0 The Petre Chapel, 















































4 Chapman House, Dunedin 
5 .. Pinner House, Dunedin 
Airport House, Dunedin 
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the design of Herbert - Gribble.~ ·· - - - - ~ - -- --
Some designs published in the London Building News 
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Th e South Transept of St. Paul's, London. 
Archi tect : Si r Christopher Wren. 
14 St Patrick's Basilica, South Dunedin. 
Exterior view of the sanctuary and northern 
aisle 
15. St. Patrick's Basilica South Dunedin 
Interior 
St@ Patrick's Basilica, Oamaru 
17., San Giorgio Maggiore, Venice 
Architect~ Andrea Palladia 





































19. The Basilica of the Sacred Heart, Wellington. 























21 The original design for St. Joseph's Cathedral, 
Dunedin 
.  i 
.. 
22. Th 2 first design for the Cathedral of the Blessed 
Sacrament, 
23 The design forSt® Mary's Cathedral, We lington 
Side-elevation 
24. The Cathedral of Westminster, Londona 
Architect: Jo F Bentley 
25 .. The Cathedral of the Blessed Sacrament Christchurch .. 
26. Notre Dame de Boulogne, Boulogne-sur-Mer, 
France .. 
Arc hi teet~ Mgr Haffreingue 
27 The Cathedral of the Blessed Sacrament, 
Christchurch 
The interior in 1905 
28 Notre Dame de Boulogne, Boulogne-sur-Mer 
























































30 Ste Vincent de Paul, ParisQ 
Architecto J L Hittorf 
31 .. Marseilles Cathedrals Architect. JeL. Vaudoyer 











































34 The Basilica of the Sacred Heart, Timaru 
35 The Church of the Blessed Sacrament, Gore 
36m The Baptismal Font designed by Petre for 
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St Patrick·s, South Dunedin 
37(a). The Early Basilic a s 
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St J oseph ' s Cathedral, Dunedi n 
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